
U.S. Disaster Management
Federal, State, and Local Responses to Disasters



Class Overview
• Disaster Presentations
• Brief Review
• Today’s Readings
• Federalizing Disasters
• Questions & Discussion
• Conclusion



Brief Review
A Short History of What We Discussed Last Class



Reducing Hazard Vulnerability: Towards a Common 
Approach Between Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Climate Adaptation
Disasters, 2006, 30(1): 39−48.

Frank Thomalla, Tom Downing, Erika Spanger-
Siegfried, Guoyi Han and Johan Rockström 

Disaster risk reduction, 
climate change adaptation, 
environmental management 
and poverty reduction 
approaches on the problem of 
reducing socio-economic 
vulnerability to natural 
hazards. Structuring a multi-
community dialogue and 
learning process.
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Reducing Hazard Vulnerability: Towards a Common 
Approach Between Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Climate Adaptation
Disasters, 2006, 30(1): 39−48.

Frank Thomalla, Tom Downing, Erika Spanger-
Siegfried, Guoyi Han and Johan Rockström 

Thomalia, et al. claim the disaster 
risk and climate change 
communities lack adequate 
responses: “[T]here needs to be 
clear understanding of who is 
most vulnerable to the impacts 
and how the interactions between 
nature and society shape the 
underlying factors that contribute 
to vulnerability.” (44)

Risk 
reduction

Climate 
change

•  Both have failed to reduce vulnerability
•  Both have been working in isolation 
•  Both ignore vulnerability’s scale & core causes
•  Both have many analytical tools
•  Both using forward looking approaches
•  Both emphasize need to reduce vulnerability
•  Both promote sustainability & eco-resilience
•  Both need to be linked (mainstreamed)



•  In most disasters, 
responses include those 
efforts that a 
government, 
community, or individual 
can take to prevent, 
prepare, relieve, and 
recover in cases of 
major catastrophic 
events.

Prevention, Preparation, Relief, & Recovery



Disaster resistant is a term 
frequently applied to the 
construction of buildings and 
building materials that can 
withstand the physical effects 
of disaster. The concept of 
disaster resistance can also be 
applied to individuals and 
communities that are able to 
avoid or insulate themselves 
from the effects of major 
catastrophic events. 

The Concept of Resistance
There has been increased attention to the concept of “resistance,” or 
the set of attributes that help to minimize vulnerabilities.



Example: Earthbag Buildings in Haiti
Originally developed by architect Nader Khalili and Cal-Earth, constructing an Earthbag 
building involves layering long fabric or plastic tubes or bags filled with sand, clay, water 
and fibrous material like sticks, straw, and/or manure to create a domed compression 
structure that is resistant to earthquakes, hurricanes, floods and fire.



Basic Supplies Recommended by FEMA
•  H20 & sanitation: one gallon of H20 

per person/day, water filter, wipes 
•  Food: 3 or more days of non-

perishable food, can opener
•  Shelter: Plastic sheeting, duct tape
•  Technology: Solar NOAA weather 

radio, whistle, sharpie, flashlight, 
matches, tool kit, garbage bags, 
plastic ties

•  Safety: First aid kit, dust mask, flares, 
whistle

•  Apparel: Rugged clothing, shoes, hat, 
& diapers



Post-Disaster Relief
In the immediate aftermath 
of a disaster, there is often 
a need for external 
assistance to help 
populations affected by the 
event to recover physically 
and mentally from the 
catastrophe. 

http://www.concordmonitor.comhttp://www.slate.com





Strength ~ Resistance ~ Resilience



People Problem: Hurricane Katrina
An estimated 11K evacuees were relocated to the Houston Astrodome, a multi-purpose domed sports 
stadium, in 2005. While the facility was to be used through December, all evacuees were relocated by 
September 20 due to reports of horrible conditions and the encroaching of Hurricane Rita. 



Federalizing Disaster Assistance
The Growing Role of the Federal Government in Disaster Management



“Shouldering the Burden: Federal Assumption of 
Disaster Cost” —Rutherford B. Platt

Disasters and Democracy, Washington, DC: Island Press, 1999.

There has been a dramatic 
increase in the scope and 
scale of federal disaster 
assistance over the course of 
the last century, and 
especially during the last four 
decades. Platt examines the 
timeline and key policy 
changes that led to this 
federalization of disaster 
assistance. 



The Era of Expanded Federal Government
•  Social welfare programs (Social 

security, Medicare, Medicaid)
•  Infrastructure (highways, 

bridges, dams, levies)
•  Housing (mortgage insurance, 

low interest loans, tax 
deductions)

•  Urban renewal and 
redevelopment  (Neighborhood 
improvement projects)

Post-Great Depression and World War II



The Making of Federal Disaster Assistance
•  Disaster Relief Act of 1950: 

“threshold in national policy 
making… from an era of 
disinterest to federal 
involvement… [T]he first 
permanent and general 
disaster law passed by 
Congress… for an orderly and 
continuing method of 
rendering assistance to the 
states and local 
governments” (p. 12) 



Sought to relieve the financial burdens of 
repairing roads and bridges in recent Red 
River floods

“Shouldering the Burden: Federal Assumption of Disaster Cost” —Rutherford B. Platt

Rep. Harold Hagen (R-MN)



Cold War Era Disaster Management
•  Cold War Disaster Planning: 

“From 1953 until 1974, the 
program was housed within 
a series of civil defense 
agencies where it 
languished in relative 
obscurity in the midst of 
preparations for nuclear 
war.” (p. 12) 



“Shouldering the Burden: Federal Assumption of Disaster Cost” —Rutherford B. Platt



Federal Disaster Relief Act of 1970

•  This bill establishes a 
permanent, 
comprehensive program 
to extend emergency 
relief and necessary 
assistance to individuals, 
organizations, 
businesses, and States 
and local communities 
suffering from major 
disasters.

“Shouldering the Burden: Federal Assumption of Disaster Cost” —Rutherford B. Platt

President 
Richard 

Nixon 
(R-1969-74)



From FDAA to FEMA
•  From 1974 to 1979, the 

Federal Disaster Assistance 
Administration oversaw 
federal disaster 
management within the 
Dept. of Housing & Urban 
Development.

•  From 1979 to the present, 
the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency has 
overseen planning and 
preparedness efforts. 

“Shouldering the Burden: Federal Assumption of Disaster Cost” —Rutherford B. Platt



The Original Concept of Federal Assistance
“Shouldering the Burden: Federal Assumption of Disaster Cost” —Rutherford B. Platt

Limited Scope 
(resources, food/medicine, 

property, repairs)

Supplementary 
(disasters beyond state & 

local capability)
Limited Amount 
(Emergency cost-shared 

assistance)

According to Platt, federal disaster assistance in the 
United States was intended to have three main principals. 

In reality, today there are several issues…
•  Extended to means 

tested individuals 
(1969)

•  No clear definition the 
limits of state & local 
capacity, despite 
mandate from 
Stafford Act (1988)

•  From $5 million in 
1950 to $300 million 
annually in 1990s

•  Supplemental 
appropriations, not 
regular appropriation







Concluding Observations
The Politics of Disaster in the United States



•  Federalizing Disasters: 
The role of the federal government 
in disaster management has 
evolved greatly over the last 
century, and especially since the 
1970s.

•  State & Local Response:  
State and local governments have 
begun to develop a greater focus 
on and understanding of disaster 
management, as well. 

Concluding Observations




