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 “All disasters start and end locally.”  This is a truth regularly noted by the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (“FEMA”)
1
 and one that is explored in a report prepared for 

CLEAR titled, “Non-Profit Involvement in Disaster Response and Recovery.”  Non-profits are 

the most local of all response and recovery organizations, and thus their role is critical to 

effective disaster relief.  Indeed, “[f]ollowing disasters, victims and community officials 

regularly expound on the beneficial role of non-profits while expressing frustration with 

members of the public and private sectors.”
2
  The report, written by Jeffrey J. Stys of Strategic 

Decision Associates, gives a detailed review of the non-profit sector‟s role in disaster response 

and recovery and makes several recommendations for improved coordination and response by 

non-profit organizations.  Although the importance of the non-profit sector in disaster response 
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and recovery has previously been noted,
3
 this report is one of the first to focus solely on the 

unique role played by non-profits and to offer concrete prescriptions for increased coordination 

and leadership. 

 When an area is struck by a major natural disaster, non-profit organizations face short-

term stress in meeting the needs of an often severely affected client population.  Additionally, 

these organizations are expected to expand their traditional roles in order to assist with the long-

term recovery of disaster stricken areas.  The report notes that the role played by non-profits in 

short and long-term recovery efforts is unique.  Non-profits frequently “provide up-to-date 

information pre and post disaster; assist with FEMA forms for those with limited literacy or 

English proficiency; distribute donations; and monitor vulnerable clients and notify authorities if 

there is a dangerous situation.”
4
  Non-profits also frequently provide services in the areas of child 

care, after school/youth programs, food insecurity, medical care, disability assistance, mental 

health care, homelessness, and senior services.
5
  Other commentators have also noted the 

important part played by non-profits, noting the “high levels of trust engendered by non-profit 

organizations among community residents, as well as their inherent flexibility.”
6
  These 

commentators have also noted the important role that local non-profits can play as a source of 

empowerment for residents of a disaster-stricken area.
7
  

Although there is general agreement as to the importance of non-profits in disaster 

response and recovery, the report argues that non-profits have not always been properly utilized 

and that a lack of planning and collaboration has caused them to fall short of reaching their 
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fullest potential.  The report argues that currently non-profits provide services in an 

uncoordinated fashion that often results in duplication and inefficiency.  Further, the report notes 

the ambiguity of non-profits‟ long-term role, stating, “[a]fter an initial disaster, non-profits react 

to support the needs of the clients and other vulnerable citizens.  However, their presumed roles 

and responsibilities for long term disasters often lead to confusion and sometimes hostility since 

no clear definition of „long term recovery‟ exists.”
8
   Additionally, because non-profits often are 

not provided full and accurate information regarding potential government resources, many of 

the organizations that know how to best serve the most severely affected individuals are not the 

ones receiving government funds to effectuate their missions.
9
  The report‟s recommendations 

aim to plug these gaps in communication and to provide for a more integrated, coordinated 

response by the non-profit sector.  

Not all non-profit organizations are created equal.  While the majority of all non-profits 

are small–more than 73 percent of reporting public charities had less than $500,000 in annual 

expenses in 2005
10

 –there are also several much larger, national organizations with expertise in 

disaster response and recovery.  (These groups include the American Red Cross, Salvation 

Army, and United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR), among others.
11

)  However, even 

these larger and resource rich organizations are hampered when they do not effectively 

coordinate with local non-profits and local, state, and federal government entities.   
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In order to increase the efficacy and efficiency of the non-profit sector‟s response, the 

report recommends that local non-profits work together to organize effective Long Term 

Recovery Organizations (“LTROs”).  An LTRO is an “organization of organizations”
12

 that 

“supports the overall recovery and those organizations and individuals working within the 

recovery.”
13

  Essentially, it is the goal of an LTRO to increase cooperation of the non-profit 

players involved in disaster relief.  Previous commentators have noted the lack of cooperation in 

long-term recovery,
14

 both horizontally among non-profits and vertically between non-profits 

and state and federal agencies.
15

  This lack of cooperation results in local non-profits duplicating 

some efforts while ignoring others, as well as failing to identify key sources of funding at the 

state and federal levels.
16

  This report argues that an established, formal structure is required to 

create a more synergistic response and recovery effort.  

Ideally, an LTRO will be split up into several different sections or working groups, 

including operations, planning, communications, public policy, and outcomes and 

accountability.
17

  The report recommends that the operations section be split into a non-profit 

coordination branch and a long term recovery organization branch.  The latter would serve to 

coordinate, for example, a home repairs group, a case management group, an unmet needs group, 

and a construction volunteer coordinator.
18

  All of these sections would be governed by 

designated non-profit recovery leadership, which would be in charge of resource allocation and 
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fundraising.
19

  The assumption of leadership at the top of the organization is vital, and the 

leadership should foster clear communication at all levels.
20

  The report also highlights the need 

for a forum through which disaster-related information can be disseminated. 
21

 

The report concludes with six recommendations for increased coordination and effective 

response by non-profit organizations.
22

  Many of these recommendations relate to increased 

planning. Inadequate planning has frequently been the focus of scholarly critiques of disaster 

response and relief.
23

  Indeed, at least one proposal for federal disaster recovery legislation 

argues that the “development of a planning culture” should be an explicit aim of the legislation.
24

  

This proposal also notes, however, that “[c]learly articulating the benefits of planning is a 

necessary precondition of long-term success but is not sufficient to establish an enduring 

planning culture.  Building a culture of planning for recovery also requires expanding the 

recognized definition of the disaster assistance network, strengthening the ties across 

organizations, and establishing more meaningful roles for those that are left out of recovery 

decision making.” 

The reports concluding recommendations aim to establish these pre-conditions necessary 

for creating a planning culture, suggesting that non-profits should increase their connectivity to 

Emergency Response Organizations; establish new, and strengthen old, lines of communication 
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both among non-profits and between non-profits and state and federal agencies; and calling for 

the recognition of non-profit roles in law and regulation.
25

  With regard to the last 

recommendation, the report states: “federal and state disaster planning and response laws and 

regulations should provide a legal and regulatory mechanism for effective coordination of roles, 

responsibilities, and funding, as well as pre-disaster planning.”
26

  Without these adaptations, the 

report concludes, non-profits will continue to fall short of their full potential in fulfilling their 

vital role of assisting needy individuals and families in disaster-stricken areas.  
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