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What Is Community Resilience?
A lack of knowledge and indifference hampers disaster recovery. Why we keep repeating mistakes. 
Adam Stone | July 27, 2015

 
[image: http://media.emergencymgmt.com/images/770*1000/EMJuly15+Building+rubble.jpg]Fire, flood, famine, nuclear disaster — we’ve been through them all and more, and yet we so quickly forget. All but a few Americans, depending on which survey you read, remain stubbornly unprepared for the next disaster. Without preparedness, there can be no resiliency.

Insurer Allstate reports that 40 percent of Americans have thought about an evacuation plan, but just 8 percent have practiced an escape plan. Thirty percent say they’d take their chances and leave at the last minute in the face of a storm. More than half of parents say they’ve been directly impacted by disaster, according to Save the Children, yet 67 percent don’t know about the emergency plan at their kids’ schools, and 42 percent wouldn’t know where to find their kids after an evacuation. 

Certainly things are better today than they used to be. “Fifty years ago there were no flood maps. Anyone could do whatever they wanted on a flood plain,” said Gene Whitney, a member of the Committee on Increasing National Resilience to Hazards and Disasters at the National Academy of Sciences/National Research Council. “Today communities are aware of the high-risk zones and they use those flood maps to guide their land-use decisions.”

But not always and not very well. Poor planning on personal and civic levels impedes bounce back, stymieing a community’s resilience when it’s time to rebuild. Why is this so? It may be in our genes.

“It’s hard-wired into us,” said Robert Meyer, co-director of Wharton’s Risk Management and Decision Processes Center at the University of Pennsylvania. For millennia humans survived by thinking about today’s food, not tomorrow’s storm clouds. “As human beings, we are prone to not thinking far enough into the future, and we are prone to not look too far into the past,” Meyer said. “When in doubt, we just do what everybody else is doing.”

Cash counts too, Whitney said. “Resilience and preparedness cost money, so when someone says they should harden their communications infrastructure to be more resilient to a disaster, people may not see that as a priority.” 

Why put immediate needs first on the fiscal chain? It’s all about likelihood. “Disasters are probable-risk events,” Whitney said. “What are the chances that this hurricane is going to destroy my house? What are the chances that this flood is going to destroy my house? Maybe we had a flood back in ’88 and it did some damage, but people aren’t going to worry about that now.”

It’s called denial, the thinking that, “It isn’t going to happen to me, and if it does FEMA will swoop in like a golden eagle and fix it all.” That’s not a resilience plan. 

But for emergency planners to overcome resiliency resistance, they should take a candid look at some of the community-level hurdles too, the structural factors that prevent whole populations from building resiliency plans. 

Money comes first, as usual. “Who pays for the cost of recovery? It is a little unclear at the moment, and that is handicapping the development of strategies that will make us more resilient,” said James O’Donnell, executive director of the Connecticut Institute for Resilience and Climate Adaptation.

He points to the current structure in which the federal government subsidizes flood insurance. It’s a pricey endeavor, and O’Donnell argues that resilience would be better served if government weaned shore-dwellers off the teat. “If people actually had to pay the full cost of the insurance for the risk that they have, they might make smarter decisions.” He said the private market for insurance should be allowed to participate in the coastal flood programs in a bigger way. And then people would change the trend of building bigger and bigger, closer and closer along the shoreline.
	By the Numbers
$136 billion 
Federal spending on disaster relief from 2011 to 2013
84 
Disaster Declarations in 2014
100 million 
People affected by disasters worldwide in 2013
320,000 
People displaced by natural disasters in the U.S. in 2013


Would less government spending drive better resilience? It counters the usual logic — government should shore up the bulwarks — but it opens the door to new ways of thinking.

Working the numbers might also help emergency planners sidestep a persistent bugbear in the efforts to devise effective resiliency plans: Civic authorities can only demand so much, Meyer said. “As a society we’d rather have a situation where the government doesn’t tell us how to live our lives.” 

[image: http://media.navigatored.com/images/EMJuly15+forest+fire.jpg]It’s not just a matter of preference, but also of fundamental liberties. “If I own my home, you as the government can’t tell me to insure it,” said Gerald Galloway, an engineering professor at the University of Maryland. 

Still, there are some ways in which government can drive specific action, for example by withholding funds. Emergency planners can set specific standards for rebuilding after an event, and if builders fail to meet those standards, they become ineligible for government disaster relief.

“If people don’t build back in a resilient way, the government simply says no,” Galloway said. “There may be some pushback, but people are getting tired of seeing money poured down the drain, in this case the flood plain, unnecessarily.”

Rules that impinge on property rights or individual liberties must be justified as being necessary in the protection of health and safety. That sets a high bar. Without a stick to wield to drive greater resilience, government must turn to the carrot.

Working together with government officials, emergency managers can help lay the groundwork for policies that not only penalize bad planning but, more often, also find ways to reward smart preparations.

While banks may require flood insurance, government cannot make such requirements. On the other hand, tax authorities could give a break to those who get insured voluntarily or they may give tax incentives to building companies that go the extra mile, said Sean Scott, author of the disaster handbook The Red Guide to Recovery.

Financial incentives — the carrot — can be helpful, but they aren’t simple to utilize. Suppose the city or state opted to offer tax breaks to those who equipped their homes with additional fire protection measures. Who’s going to drop by to confirm these measures have been implemented? Or will tax breaks be given on the honor system?

As the manager of all things financial, government can certainly manipulate the tax code and other tools to generate resilience incentives. As an additional measure to drive best practices, emergency planners can also look to education.

Whitney points to the simple practice of using the ring shank nail. It’ll keep a roof tacked down even in a heavy wind, at no more cost than an ordinary nail, but some builders may not be familiar with it. Education may start here, with zoning officials and others distributing literature to inform builders of their options.

At the level of the individual and the family, much has already been said about the need for education and much has been done. High-risk communities have produced public service materials in various forms, informing people about the steps they might take to prepare for an event and to restart their communities afterward.

Such messaging might spell out how much water to keep on hand or which emergency routes to keep in mind. But there are other forms of education, less commonly addressed, that can have a big impact on a community’s long-term ability to get up and running in the wake of a disaster.

Kids ought to learn this stuff in school, Galloway said. Even from a young age, children can be introduced to the basics of risk and response. “You can include that in the school curriculum, and then the first thing a child asks at home is, ‘Mommy, why are we building in a swamp?’” 

Along these same lines, the mayor can appoint every local child a deputy for water conservation during a drought. The initiative can teach them the basics of water management and pressure adults to keep water use within regulations. 

In the era of Facebook and Twitter, planners need to look to social media as a potentially powerful means of broadening the public understanding. This will require a new approach. “You’ve got to be able to convey a compelling message quickly, in a way that they are going to digest it and act on,” Scott said. “It’s speed, it’s entertainment, it’s very concise snippets of information that answer precise questions. It’s education as instant gratification. So far emergency planners are not even anywhere close.”

Emergency planners also need to help people with definitions. As Hurricane Sandy loomed, authorities warned of a potential 14-foot storm surge. But the magnitude of that possibility wasn’t understood by the general public. 

For that matter, what do basic financial terms mean when it comes to planning for resiliency? “To me there is surprising ignorance over what property insurance is, why you would carry it and why it is priced the way it is,” Meyer said. “People don’t understand a lot of that. There is a total lack of education on risk and protection. Financial literacy is an acute problem.”

This in turn feeds into another fundamental aspect of resiliency. While good policy and good education are essential, in the big picture “recovery is all about money,” said Tamara Habib, co-founder of Firelily, a philanthropic effort to bridge the financial gap for communities in the wake of catastrophe.
	Are You Resilient? 
As emergency managers consider the question of resiliency, it helps to have benchmarks. Although every community will have its idiosyncrasies when it comes to short- and long-term recovery, some factors remain consistent. Resilient cities:
Are aware of their vulnerabilities and assets
Have diverse and redundant systems to cope with disaster
Have agencies that are integrated and share information
Are self-regulating — if one system fails, they can cut it off without allowing it to cascade into catastrophic failure
Are adaptive and flexible


“If you don’t qualify for an insurance payout, you have to destroy your savings or take a high-interest loan. Think about the impact that has on your ability to spend in your community and support small business,” she said. “There hasn’t been much research into the connection of personal recovery and community recovery, but I think we’d find that the lack of financial assistance and knowledge significantly affects the ability of the whole community to recover.”

The average American family has $3,800 in its savings account, while the average house fire costs more than $12,000 in repairs, according to Habib. “That’s a significant financial gap to overcome,” she said. “The largest source of financial assistance in the vast majority of cases is the American Red Cross, which is only able to provide an average of $550 per family of four. And yet we expect people to immediately repair and rebuild. The stats speak for themselves.”

Firelily takes a novel approach to resilience as a sort of philanthropic Kickstarter that connects those in need with those looking to help victims rebuild. Such efforts likely won’t solve the resiliency problem alone, but emergency planners should be aware that they have partners out there looking to achieve the same ends.

Complicating all these factors is that resilience itself is ill-defined. The term refers variously to the ability to weather the immediate crisis, the certainty with which the aftermath can be contained and the ability of the community to come back in the long term.

It’s no surprise then that resiliency can sometimes present itself as a moving target. “It’s not like one day the city council says, ‘OK, we are done, the city is now resilient,’” Whitney said. “It is a matter of constant improvement.”
TheConscienceGroup 5ptsFeatured
1 hour ago
The Conscience Group (a national public service corp.). Has pragmatically responded to the National Disaster Imperative, successfully developing the nation's first Citizen Emergency Resource and Supply System-of Systems. The citizen emergency system is named DREMA PA (disaster resilience emergency management awareness) and operates totally independent from public-sector funding and control the system is operated and sustained by committed and visionary Pennsylvania citizens.
(Some folks could care less, if they live or die; the best thing that can happen to them would be a disaster. We learned this the hard way through research and learned we cannot save everyone in this national model effort) 

To sustain the system The Conscience Group successfully negotiated the nation's first contract to initiate the process to effectively build a collective and diverse culture of citizen resilience to disaster and emergencies in their city. (4-0) city council vote.

This incredible success with a local government provided the avenue for the historic development that has produced the nations first-ever, Citizen Emergency Agency, (the Department of Disaster Resilience) 
Our corporate citizen-based research uncovered, discovered and identified the southwestern Pennsylvania public-sector and political representatives, as the highest barrier "preventing" citizen resilience, preparedness, training opportunities and emergency action competence within and throughout the region. In short, the local emergency agencies and in some areas state emergency leadership have no clue to the national framework for resilience, or reject the concept all-together chosing instead to stick to "old-traditions and bad habits." This has subjected our research specialists to outlandish behavior from political and public leadership totally dismissing the historic development and those developing the moedl effort.

It is clear the public-sector from the federal, state and local-levels cannot effectively communicate and as a result create vulnerabilities, and barriers against the national vision of a resilient nation. Ultimate success will depend upon citizens understanding their local government may be the problem; thus, the responsibility of preparedness and resilient neighborhoods (there is no such thing as community on the streets) will reside in assuming a higher responsibility in their safety and preparedness. This means better political decisions, direct involvement in local emergency planning operations neighborhood emergency drills, and alternative evacuation measures. DREMA PA and the Department of Disaster Resilience provides the avenues to motivate, activate and produce emergency citizen direct support to local vulnerable governments and emergency agencies; ultimately strengthen the CERT and Citizen Corps across the state ... because the state can't do it!
Citizens must understand and know the known and unknown threats risks and hazards and know how to respond, when the "unthinkable happens. This historic citizen emergency system does that effectively and successfully...

As we prepare to launch the system to the general public in the Fall/Winter months, (Sept-Feb.), our development expectations have currently been met and exceeded, as outcomes are expected to go viral. (Citizens need no permission to be prepared, as some politicians, mayors, city councils and local and state emergency agencies and leadership believe. Our research discovered citizens can effectively increase resilience independently in pre-disaster and the entire disaster planning cycle.

We welcome anyone interested in the successful, corporate/citizen research demonstrating the most effective, timely citizen empowerment measures to increase national citizen resilience.
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I do believe this can be applied to individuals: 
Are aware of their vulnerabilities and assets
Have diverse and redundant systems to cope with disaster (meaning ways to recover from stress and trauma)
Have agencies that are integrated and share information (body/mind integration)
Are self-regulating — if one system fails, they can cut it off without allowing it to cascade into catastrophic failure
Are adaptive and flexible
This is what I teach people. The community is only as resilient as it's citizens. 
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@RLeckey I was thinking the same thing and will include it into my training this week at work ("Home Emergency Plans Made Easy").
Are you thinking that the "Are self-regulating..." part would apply to individuals/families as their ability to function without external support (water, electricity, natural gas) if needed? Or is there a different way of looking at that line?
DM
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@DMartin @RLeckey I believe that your take on that point is correct. Part of the basic preparedness for an approaching hurricane is to have a supply of bottled water and fill up all vehicles with gasoline before the storm hits. 
Anything extra, such as a gas-powered generator, would be up to the individual family unit.
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@Granny RN @RLeckey Your town is a blessing and to be commended, but I have to wonder if that was the first, or historically, or by climate (the norm). I guess what I'm asking is do you think your town could have the same level of resilience, if a train derailed with highly toxic gas and the entire town had twenty-eight minutes to evacuate. Or a major earthquake disrupting those churches and other major infrastructure.
GA. has many tornados and seasons dedicated to them, but remember Granny RN (with all due respect) resilience is preperation is all-inclusive and disaster does not discriminate. Sounds to me you folks there have mastered preperation for tornados. Here in Pennsylvania we may teach you folks about surviving extreme flooding situations.

Personal preparedness is great but we have found more than most folks cannot afford to stack-up with food and water and more have no idea as to why they should. Regional lessons-learned is what DREMA is contributing to citizens across the nation, because as the globe and climate change...so does the disasters, both man-indused and natural. Perhaps we can send a team down there and learn some things from you folks. (smile) and Granny, they are getting tornadoes in the West Virginia Mountians now.
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Americus, GA-March 31, 2007. A tornado struck the center of the town at 9:30 pm EDT, destroyed the hospital and left a trail of destruction for several miles West of the town. Power was out and debris hindered rescue crews in addition to the darkness.
At daybreak the following morning people from the countryside arrived on scene with tractors, saws, bulldozers and other heavy farm equipment to assist with the cleanup. Neighbor Helping Neighbor. 
They moved Medical Services to the basement of the First Baptist Church and several large companies brought in food and supplies. Distribution was handled by local citizens who knew which people in the community needed what supplies.
FEMA arrived later in the day, looked around at what was already a well-organized recovery effort and simply asked county officials "What do you need from us?". They then brought in portable buildings and set up a temporary hospital and assisted with acquisition of other needed items and services but for the most part the Private Sector already had things under control. 
No one looted the WalMart and there was no need to call in the National Guard.
(A stark contrast to what happened in New Orleans during Katrina).
It was the finest example of Resilience in a Community that we have seen to date.
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