
PART 4PART 4
DISASTER RESPONSE AND RECOVERY

Responding to and recovering from a disaster is a tough task. Often, the 
journey is long, hard, and full of twists and turns. Besides what you are 
personally dealing with, there is a whole field of professionals following 
procedures and trying to do the right thing. Understanding the process 
behind disaster response and recovery can help you prepare. 
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Emergency 
Declaration

• Sometimes enacted before a disaster, such as a hurricane, strikes so that emergency management personnel 
can stage staff and supplies to the affected area.

Presidential 
Declaration

• Granted only when the governor requests federal assistance either during or after the disaster event.
• With a presidential declaration, many more opportunities are available for communities to pass down financial 

assistance to homeowners and renters.

State 
Declaration

• Decided by the governor, even if the disaster does not affect the whole state. 
• Each state has its own agencies that can offer assistance to communities affected by state-declared disasters.

Local 
Declaration

• Handled by the local emergency management plan. 
• If the local community (e.g., city or county) does not have the capacity to handle the circumstances, it can 

appeal to the state.

PART 4.1PART 4.1
UNDERSTANDING THE DISASTER DECLARATION 
PROCESS

A disaster declaration is made by the Florida governor’s office through the 
regional FEMA office. State and federal officials conduct a preliminary damage 
assessment (PDA) to estimate the extent of the disaster and its impact on 
individuals and public facilities.51 This information is included in the governor’s 
request to show that the disaster is of such severity and magnitude that 
effective response is beyond the capabilities of the state and the local 
governments and that federal assistance is necessary. 

Based on the governor’s request, the president may declare that a major 
disaster or emergency exists, thus activating an array of federal programs 
to assist in the response and recovery efforts. The determination of which 
programs are activated is based on the needs found during damage 
assessment and any subsequent information that may be discovered.51

The Stafford Act (§401) requires that: “All requests for a declaration by the 
President that a major disaster exists shall be made by the Governor of the 
affected State.”
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PART 4.2PART 4.2
TIMELINE OF EVENTS

Knowing the timeline of events after a disaster can help position you to achieve tasks and 
set expectations. Typically, disaster “response” lasts days after the event. This period is 
when lives are saved, supplies are given, and residents make it back to the community. 
Once the response to the event ends, then there is a transition to “recovery,” which can 
take months to years. This is when city systems (e.g., power, water) come back online, 
buildings get repaired or rebuilt, and people get back to daily routines (e.g., work, school, 
church, etc.). 

FIGURE 4-2 - SOURCE: FEMA SPENDING EXPLORER

Number and Type of Disaster Declarations in Florida since 1953

Severe Storms — 22 Hurricanes — 44

Tornado — 1 Floods —13

Coastal Storms — 2 Freezing — 6

Biological — 4 Human Cause — 1

Fire — 65 Other  — 1

*Numbers taken from FEMA’s Online Data Visualization Tool found here: 
fema.gov/data-visualization-disaster-declarations-states-and-counties

!
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PART 4.3PART 4.3
ROLES OF THE LOCAL, STATE, AND FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENTS DURING THE DISASTER

Before a storm hits an area, emergency management personnel start their 
process of preparedness and activate multiple lines of defense against the 
storm. These include:  

Staging personnel and equipment (e.g., generator) 
Communications 
Evacuations 
Triggering Memorandums of Agreements with state agencies, other 
communities, and/or private sector for additional support

While the storm is affecting an area, the next stages of action take place which 
mainly include protecting lives and property. These include:

Opening local shelters  
Life-saving measures 
Search and rescue

After the storm passes, actions are taken to understand the extent of the 
impacts on the community and establish ways to get the community up and 
running again. These include: 

Damage assessments 
Public utilities back online 
Coordinating with state/federal government 
Distribute supplies and food

PART 4.4PART 4.4
ASSISTANCE DURING RESPONSE AND RECOVERY 

Once a disaster declaration has been set for your area, federal and state 
funding will flow for relief efforts, including your personal situation. If eligible, 
you could receive money for living expenses, repairs, and rebuilding.
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The amount of federal funding you receive will depend on insurance coverage and the 
disaster-caused damages you experienced; federal disaster assistance legally cannot 
duplicate benefits provided by your insurance coverage. Either way, it is a good idea to 
register with FEMA and begin the FEMA assistance application process while going through 
the insurance claims process to save time. You must register within 60 days of the disaster 
declaration date.

Applying for post-disaster assistance from water/ice, temporary sheltering to damage 
assessments?

Checklist: disasterassistance.gov/get-assistance/application-checklist 
Factsheets: disasterassistance.gov/information/fact-sheets

PART 4.5PART 4.5
POST!DISASTER FEDERAL AND STATE FUNDING

Your first avenue for financial assistance after a disaster is to work with your insurance 
agent, file a claim, and find out if your damage is covered by homeowners or flood insurance. 
Whether you have insurance or not, it is also possible to receive assistance from several

 FIGURE 4-3 - SOURCE: FEMA
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state and federal programs. Eligibility is always determined on a case-by-case 
basis, especially if you do receive money from an insurance claim. Programs 
are not only available for home repair; they can also include new construction, 
relocation, and rental assistance. 

In Florida, some federal programs are administered by state-run agencies. This 
will be explained more in depth in the following sections. The availability of 
each program will depend on whether the disaster is a local declaration, state 
declaration, or presidential declaration.

4.5.14.5.1 FEDERAL PROGRAMS

1) FEMA Individual Assistance (IA) is administered directly to homeowners 
and renters and is not dependent on community participation in any program. 
It is typically the second avenue of financial assistance after an insurance 
policy but can also act as the first step and gateway to other federal assistance 
programs. It pays for a variety of services in addition to housing. The following 
can be provided through the Individuals and Households Program:52

Temporary housing (a place to live for a limited period of time): 
Financial assistance may be available to homeowners or renters to rent a 
temporary place to live. If no rental properties are available, a government 
housing unit may be provided, but only as a last resort. 
Lodging expenses reimbursement: Reimbursement of hotel expenses  
for homeowners or renters may be available for short periods of time  
due to inaccessibility or utility outage if not covered by insurance or any 
other program. 
Repair: Financial assistance may be available to homeowners to repair 
disaster-caused damage to their primary residence that is not covered by 
insurance. The goal is to make the damaged home safe, sanitary, or fit to 
occupy only, not to return to a pre-disaster condition. 
Replacement: Financial assistance may be available to homeowners 
to replace their home destroyed in the disaster that is not covered by 
insurance. The goal is to help the homeowner with the cost of replacing their 
destroyed home. 
Permanent or semi-permanent housing construction: Direct assistance 
or money for the construction of a home. This type of help occurs
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only in insular areas or other locations specified by FEMA, where no other type of housing 
assistance is possible.

To apply online, you’ll need the following to complete your registration:

Social Security Number (SSN) or the SSN of a minor child in the household who is a U.S. 
Citizen, Non-Citizen National, or Qualified Alien

Annual Household Income

Contact Information (phone number, mailing address, and damaged home address) 
Insurance Information (coverage, insurance company name, etc.)

Bank Account Information (if you are eligible to receive financial assistance, the money can 
be deposited into your account)

2) Small Business Association (SBA): Home and Property Disaster Loans are available 
to individuals after they have already pursued insurance claims and FEMA’s Individual 
Assistance. If you register for disaster assistance and are referred to the SBA, it is important 
to complete the loan application. 

You aren’t required to accept a loan if offered one, but FEMA uses loan eligibility to determine 
if you may qualify for other types of federal assistance. You do not need to be a business 
owner to apply for an SBA loan; you can be a homeowner, renter, or member of a common 
interest development (e.g., homeowner associations or condominiums). 

Loans can pay for repairs, personal property, relocation assistance, and sometimes mortgage 
refinancing.53

Homeowners can apply for a loan of up to $200,000 to replace or repair their primary 
residence. This loan cannot be used to upgrade homes or make additions unless required 
by local building code. If you make improvements that mitigate the risk of future damage 
from a similar disaster, you may be eligible for up to a 20% loan amount increase above 
the real estate damage, as verified by the SBA.

In some cases, SBA can refinance all or part of a previous mortgage when the applicant 
does not have credit available elsewhere and has suffered substantial disaster damage not 
covered by insurance. 

Renters and homeowners may borrow up to $40,000 to replace or repair personal 
property, such as clothing, furniture, cars, and appliances damaged or destroyed in a 
disaster.

For additional information, please contact the SBA disaster assistance customer service 
center.  
       Call: 1-800-659-2955 (TTY: 1-800-877-8339) 
       Email: disastercustomerservice@sba.gov
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RECOVERY TIP: 
Visit this website to apply for Individual Assistance.

www.disasterassistance.gov

FIGURE 4-4 - SOURCE: FEMA

FEMA Public Assistance (PA): Helps communities to get back up and running 
again by paying for debris removal and infrastructure repairs in neighborhoods. 
Typically, a 75/25 cost share is required to be eligible for funding. The federal 
government will pay 75% of the total costs, and the local government pays 25%. 

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP): Funded by FEMA but is 
administered by the Florida Division of Emergency Management (FDEM). 
Hazard Mitigation is implemented before a disaster in order to reduce the risk 
from hazards (floridadisaster.org). However, communities can receive recovery 
funding if their state has or agrees to develop a state-wide Hazard Mitigation 
Plan. Whether projects are implemented before or after a disaster, they are 
intended to benefit the whole community. Projects can be structural (e.g., 
levees and floodwalls) or non-structural (e.g., protecting wetlands and land  
use planning). 
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Sometimes these projects benefit individuals as well, especially when local government 
can buy properties located in the floodplain and assist homeowners in relocating to non-
hazardous areas. 

FIGURE 4-5 - SOURCE: FEMA

According to FEMA54, “examples of mitigation projects that can be funded through the HMGP 
include but are not limited to:

Acquisition and structure demolition/relocation: The community purchases and 
permanently removes, with FEMA funding, a flood-prone property from an individual 
person.

Dry floodproofing of historic residential structures: The home is protected with 
barriers to prevent flood water from entering.

Elevation: The home is raised so that potential flood waters may flow underneath the 
home.

Mitigation reconstruction: The existing home is demolished, and a new (similar in size) 
elevated home is constructed.

Structural retrofitting of existing buildings: Enhancements are made to a home to 
make it more resistant to floods and earthquakes.

Residential and community safe rooms: A safe room is constructed inside a home or 
in a nearby community location close to the home to provide safety from strong winds, 
such as those experienced during a tornado.

Wildfire mitigation: Fire-resistant materials are used on the exterior of the home, and 
trees or brush are cleared to remove flammable materials from around the home.

Wind retrofit: Enhancements are made to strengthen the roof, walls, doors, and 
windows and minimize damage caused by high winds.”
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 FIGURE 4-6 - SOURCE: FEMA

Flood Mitigation Assistance (FMA) is administered by the Florida Division of 
Emergency Management but is only available to communities that participate 
in the National Flood Insurance Program. The supported projects are similar to 
HMGP projects, such as relocation, building elevation, and flood control.55

Community Development Block Grant – Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR) 
is administered by the Florida Department of Economic Opportunity’s (FDEO) 
Office of Disaster Recovery, but the funding comes from the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). FDEO must create a state-wide 
action plan explaining how it will use the funding, and HUD must approve 
the plan before the funds are released. The action plan is posted for public 
comment for a limited time, so Florida residents can advocate for different 
projects if they disagree with the plan. Like many other programs, CDBG-DR 
is only available at a community level, but it is also specifically for low-income 
and other socially vulnerable neighborhoods. The projects are aimed at the 
elimination of blight and slums and supporting fair and affordable housing, 
infrastructure upgrades, and economic development. Individuals could benefit 
from the projects in a multitude of ways, so reading and understanding the 
action plan is advised. For more information, you can read this fact sheet 
provided by HUD or visit floridajobs.org.

4.5.24.5.2 STATE PROGRAMS

The Gulf of Mexico Mitigation Guidebook can help you find the state-based 
mitigation and funding programs for Florida. You can access the guidebook 
online at: www.smarthomeamerica.org/resources/gulf-of-mexico-mitigation-
guidebook.
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4.6.14.6.1 WHAT TO EXPECT FOR INSPECTIONS

The following list compiles advice from FEMA regarding what to have ready before an 
insurance agent or adjuster arrives:

An adult 18 or older, who lived in the residence before the disaster must be present for 
the inspection, with photo identification 
Proof of ownership and occupancy of the damaged residence, such as property tax bill, 
mortgage payment bill or receipt, or utility service bill  
Insurance documents and policy numbers 
Detailed descriptions of the damage to the home and its contents 
A brief description of what caused the damage (e.g., wind, flooding, debris) 
Photographs of the damage (very important before you begin any repairs) 
List of persons living in residence at the time of disaster 
Best contact information for reaching you (consider that you may not be able to stay in 
your house or receive mail at your address, and your phone may not have service)

PART 4.6PART 4.6
REBUILDING AFTER A STORM

After a disaster, it is easy for anyone to feel overwhelmed; there are countless things to deal 
with. Yet, when you return to your property, there are certain things that you must do in 
order to file an insurance claim to repair any damage to your property and your home or 
to rebuild. Be prepared to receive visits from more than one inspector. They may represent 
federal, state, county, or local government agencies; the U.S. Small Business Administration; 
your home insurance company; or the National Flood Insurance Program. Representatives  
of volunteer agencies may also contact you to offer their services.

It is also important to be aware of individuals who may be posing as insurance inspectors  
and FEMA representatives. Inspectors from any governmental agency and FEMA 
representatives will show photo ID badges. If you are not shown photo identification,  
then do not allow the inspection. If you suspect someone is posing as an inspector, call  
your local law enforcement agency.
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RECOVERY TIP: 
Visit this website for more guidance: sbpusa.org/start-here

4.6.24.6.2 BEFORE THE BUILDING PROCESS BEGINS

Contact your local building official or floodplain manager to obtain a building 
permit BEFORE starting repairs to your home or business to avoid costly 
mistakes!

If there is damage, first contact your insurance agency to file a claim. 
You may need to make temporary repairs to prevent further damages (e.g., 
tarping the roof). 

Ask for a Substantial Damage Determination from your local building 
official or floodplain manager. They will provide specific details regarding 
local ordinance requirements and will help you decide what the best course 
of action is for rebuilding. 

Local floodplain management requirements for new construction 
will apply to substantial improvements. The building must be brought 
into compliance with the National Flood Insurance Program. This may include 
elevating the building, relocating the building to an area outside of the high-
risk flood zone, or demolishing the building and rebuilding in compliance.

Learn whether there are specific re-building requirements for your 
community. 

Consult local building officials for information and permits when 
considering new construction or repairs on property affected by recent 
flooding, tornadoes/high winds, fire, winter storms, or earthquake. 

Obtaining building permits for homes or businesses in a high-risk 
flood area is extremely important since additional permits may be 
required, like a land use permit or zoning permit. This depends on the 
property location. 

Local governments cannot change or disregard the floodplain 
requirements for construction or repairs for any reason, even if the 
cause of damage was not flooding.

Repair projects are required to meet local building codes and flood-
damage prevention ordinances. 
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Residents must receive permits from their building department BEFORE starting 
construction or repair.

Make sure to check with your insurance company before making any permanent 
repairs. Do not make these repairs without first determining what they will cover and for 
what they will pay.

Recommendation: Document everything! Interactions with FEMA, insurance, 
contractors; copies of all forms and correspondence; save receipts and track all recovery 
expenses for claims and reimbursement.

 FIGURE 4-7 - SOURCE: FEMA
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