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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Alessandra Jerolleman and William L. Waugh, Jr.

The events of the past few years, including the COVID-19 pandemic, have continued to 
illustrate the fact that disasters lead to disparate outcomes. In the two years following 
the publication of Disaster Recovery Through the Lens of Justice the Field of Emergency 
Management, scholars and practitioners in emergency management and related disci-
plines concerned with disasters, have begun to talk more about the need to minimize 
inequity. However, this growing awareness is not necessarily coupled with the changes 
to the laws, regulations, and processes needed to truly change outcomes. Smaller juris-
dictions, rural jurisdictions, undocumented families, renters, and others still face addi-
tional challenges to recovery. One illustration of this is the case of El Portal in Florida.
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THE STORY OF EL PORTAL AND HURRICANE IRMA

As of the middle of 2020, there were three cities in South Florida who had 
yet to receive the vast majority of FEMA reimbursement from Hurricane 
Irma expenses incurred in 2017 – Florida City, Miami Shores, and El 
Portal. This is the story of the smallest of these cities, El Portal.

El Portal is a village in Miami-Dade County, Florida, governed by a 
Commission with an elected mayor and four elected members. The village 
name means “the gate” in Spanish and was incorporated as a village in 
1937. The village provides general government, public safety, building code 
enforcement, physical environment, and culture and recreation. The County 
provides water, wastewater, and fire services. Current estimated population 
is 2,150 according to metrics utilized by Florida’s Office of Economic and 
Demographic Research.

http://doi.org/10.1108/S2040-726220220000025001
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One of the most important duties of cities, town, villages, etc. is to be 
prepared for emergencies. In fact, in the El Portal 2015 Comprehensive 
Annual Financial Report (CAFR), the auditors wrote this statement-“We 
recommend that the organization develop and implement a written disaster 
recovery policy that includes the following components:”

•	 Location of, and access to, off-site storage.
•	 A listing of all data files that would have to be obtained from the off-site 

storage location.
•	 Identification of a backup location with similar or compatible equipment.
•	 Responsibilities of various personnel in an emergency.
•	 Priority of critical applications and reporting requirements during the 

emergency period.

The audit recommendation was repeated in the 2016 and 2017 CAFRs 
but by 2018, the recommendation was completed. What finally moved the 
village to develop and implement a written disaster recovery policy was 
Hurricane Irma. Hurricane Irma hit the South Florida coast on September 
9, 2017, as a Category 3 hurricane. Here are the highlights from the 2018 
Mayor State of the Village presentation:

•	 The clean-up took almost 2 months to complete. Total debris removal 
23,015 cubic yards, removing 79 trees and 5,907 tree limbs.

•	 No electricity for 10 days.
•	 Lack of internet for 26 days.
•	 Maintain disaster documentation of all emergency services and contractors.
•	 Lack of disaster response and recovery procedures and contractors in 

place.
•	 Lessons learned:

°	 Implement a community-wide disaster preparedness and disaster 
response and recovery plan with MAAS and contractors in place.

°	 Include business continuity planning.

°	 Review available technology for continued internet and back-up 
power; mobile applications that can interface with each other and 
existing inventories, and automate damage assessments and maintain 
recovery documentation.

°	 Training, debris management planning.

°	 Assess all staff  capabilities.

Equally important is the financial stability of the village as the hurricane 
approached land. The 2016 CAFR noted unassigned general fund balance 
at $966,418. The 2017 CAFR noted the unassigned general fund balance at  
$577,805 or 27.98% of total general fund expenditures. It was a decrease of 
$388,612 from 2016 mainly due to public works and public safety expen-
ditures that exceeded the budget. As debris removal expenses continued 
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to increase, on August 1, 2018, the village executed a line of credit with 
Florida Community Bank in the amount of $1,250,000. The maturity date 
was July 31, 2019, pledged with grant proceeds and ad valorem revenues.

The Miami Herald stated “The Village still hasn’t paid off  the debt. In 
July 2019, it reached a deal with its bank, Synovus, to get another year 
to pay off  the loan, with the bank raising the interest rate from 2.01 to 
2.05%.” On September 24, 2019, the village received a letter from FEMA 
that questioned the $2 million the village sorely needs. FEMA, the letter 
said, is reviewing “questionable invoices” and other documents submit-
ted by consultants who helped El Portal manage clean-up for Hurricane 
Irma in 2017. FEMA officials were alarmed by what they saw in the sub-
mission and decided that a full review of submissions was needed right 
away. FEMA turned over all of El Portal’s Irma-related costs to the state 
– $2,077,290 in total. But the state has delivered just over $145,000 of that 
to El Portal, the Division of Emergency Management said. The invoices 
are now in the hands of the Department of Homeland Security’s Office of 
Inspector General for further investigation.

Credit: Courtesy of Ines Beecher, OMB Director at City of Hilaeh, USA, for the 
contribution of the data and the case example.

This volume began from a desire to take the principles proposed in Disaster 
Recovery Through the Lens of Justice and apply them to specific contexts in 
Emergency Managers. The authors in this volume interrogate the applicability 
of  the principles to technological innovation, indigenous peoples, persons with 
access and functional needs, agricultural disasters, and several other contexts. It 
is my hope that this effort will lead us closer to truly operationalizing and apply-
ing these principles in a way that leads to systemic change and better outcomes.

PRINCIPLES FOR JUST DISASTER RECOVERY
The following principles were proposed in Disaster Recovery Through the Lens of 
Justice, and are presented below with minor revisions in italics.

Principle # 1: Just Recovery requires that all community members (regardless 
of their socio-economic status, race, gender, sexual identification, land tenure, 
education, access and functional needs, age, tribal affiliation, etc.) be provided with 
the ability to exercise their agency fully through free and informed choice in sup-
port of their personal well-being. Full and informed choice is not possible if  there 
is any coercion, exclusion from public policies, or other barriers to full participa-
tion. Furthermore, agency cannot be fully exercised if  a full and complete array 
of options is not understood and made available within a timely fashion and in 
means that are accessible.

Principle #2: Just Recovery begins from the principle of prima facie political 
equality (PPFPE), which clearly establishes that any different or unequal treat-
ment must be justified by the discriminator; only equality is inherently defensible. 
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Any expectation that disaster victims or communities prove their deservedness 
in the face of impartial bureaucratic processes puts the onus on the victims to 
justify the need for equal treatment and fails the PPFPE test. The use of benefit 
cost modeling to determine eligibility for disaster risk reduction values the recovery 
of some communities over others, based solely on economic considerations, and does 
not permit for PPFPE.

Principle #3: Just Recovery requires the full harnessing of the communities 
transformative and adaptive capacity in order to reduce risks for the future. 
Holistic disaster risk reduction is not possible without acknowledging, and working 
to eliminate, existing patterns of unequal distribution of risk. It is not sufficient to 
simply mitigate against current risks in rebuilding, instead underlying structures 
and patterns must be questioned. Colorblind and a-historic recovery is not Just.

Principle #4: Just Recovery is not possible without equal access to resources 
and programs, including full participating in decision making processes that gov-
ern resource allocation, future development, and other related functions. The 
federal recognition process does not permit all indigenous peoples to practice self-
determination and participate fully in these processes.

MUTUAL AID: A GRASSROOTS MODEL FOR JUSTICE 
AND EQUITY IN EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

In Chapter 2, authors Belblidia and Kliebert describe the role that grassroots 
mutual aid played in New Orleans through a case study of the Imagine Water 
Works’ Mutual Aid Response Network (MARN), which was developed in 2019 
and responded to the COVID-19 pandemic and a record-breaking Gulf Coast 
hurricane season in 2020. They describe the differences between how mutual aid 
is typically understood within emergency management and the historic under-
standing of community mutual aid which dates back to the mid-1700s, and has 
been widely used within communities of color. Belblidia and Kliebert provide the 
following recommendations in order to build resilience in a just manner:

(1)	 Develop trusted and ongoing relationships between the emergency man-
agement and grassroots mutual aid communities. Find ways to collaborate, 
redistribute resources, and share information prior to, and during, disasters.

(2)	 Invest in grassroots mutual aid projects prior to disasters. In the same way 
that we know mitigation saves money, investing in building mutual aid net-
works prior to crises helps lessen the impacts and improves the ability of 
communities to recover more quickly. Pre-disaster funding allows community 
groups to build capacity and invest in preparedness.

(3)	 If  developing grassroots mutual aid projects, include clear guidelines that 
advance equity and justice. Developing group norms that center the experience 
and leadership of those most vulnerable in disasters helps disrupt systems of 
harm. Intentionally enforce guidelines, such as no shaming or prescriptive 
care within a group, not from a militaristic standpoint but by holding a firm 
and compassionate line to minimize inflicting further harm in times of crisis.
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(4)	 For government: support grassroots mutual aid projects while working 
to reduce systemic inequities within government programs and traditional 
disaster response. Rather than attempting to co-opt or abdicate responsibility 
for local response efforts, explore opportunities to collaborate or support 
grassroots mutual aid by providing typically difficult-to-access information 
and material resources.

AGRICULTURAL AND FISHERY DISASTERS: PUBLIC 
POLICY CHALLENGES AND JUST RECOVERY IN A 

CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE SECTOR
In Chapter 3, Graves provides an overview of federal agricultural and fishery 
disaster policy and explores whether such policies and practices are consistent 
with the principles of Just Recovery. He observes that both federal agricultural 
disaster policy and federal fishery disaster policy fail to accommodate the needs 
of the industry’s significant immigrant workforce and fail to support just out-
comes. In particular, he notes that federal fishery policy fails to support outcomes 
that are consistent with the principles of Just Recovery because: (1) the federal 
fishery disaster declaration process is unpredictable, slow, and underfunded, mak-
ing recovery and holistic risk reduction unlikely; and (2) once a federal fishery 
disaster is declared and a spending plan is approved, key fishery-dependent stake-
holder groups often do not have equal access to resources and programs. Graves 
also notes that Just Recovery following agricultural disasters cannot occur while 
a majority of the agricultural workforce (1) lacks agency and access to the public 
policy process and (2) is underserved by federal disaster policy in terms of recov-
ery resources, opportunities to reduce future risk, and mechanisms that promote 
community resilience.

LESSONS FROM CO-OCCURRING DISASTERS:  
COVID-19 AND EIGHT HURRICANES

In Chapter 4, Jerolleman, Laska, and Torres, describe the response by Louisiana 
government leaders and emergency managers to a set of disasters to which they 
had never before had to respond simultaneously: a global pandemic and an 
“epidemic” of landfalling hurricanes during the 2020 season (eight cones over 
Louisiana) with challenging, unusual characteristics: (1) two hurricanes passing 
over the same location within 36 hours, a fujiwhara – Hurricanes Marco and 
Laura, (2) 150 mph winds inadequately forecasted and of an almost unprece-
dented speed, (3) a difficult to forecast surge magnitude that led to incorrect imme-
diate response, (4) delayed long-term recovery efforts from responders outside 
of the area because of initial reporting errors regarding surge heights and wind 
speed, and (5) a storm, Zeta, that passed directly over a densely populated area 
that would have been hard hit by rain if  the storm had slowed. The authors find 
that forecasters, state and local officials, and residents responded with expertise 
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and commitment, adhering to close collaboration, modifying evacuations, and 
undertaking protective measures, all contributing to a low death rate from storms 
and a modest death rate from COVID. More just outcomes were supported by the 
general capacity of the responders, commitment to keep the residents informed 
about both risks and appropriate responses to them and the provision of special 
services, calculated for the new situation of the pandemic and the storm epidemic, 
for those without the means to respond adequately to both.

FEDERAL INDIAN POLICY AND THE FULFILLMENT 
OF THE TRUST RESPONSIBILITY FOR DISASTER 

MANAGEMENT IN INDIAN COUNTRY
In Chapter 5, Cordova describes the ways in which colonization and the federal 
reservation system have located Tribes in static, often hazard-prone, areas; 
removing their foundational capabilities for avoiding disaster and environmental 
hazard impacts. Cordova applies the Just Recovery principles to help understand 
how federal Indian Policy violates not only the trust responsibility to sufficiently 
resource disaster management for Tribal Nations, but also broader principles of 
justice. The Just Recovery principles speak directly to the need for self-determination, 
self-governance, and sovereignty for Tribal Nations in disaster management. 
She argues that the federal trust responsibility is not fulfilled through the federal 
government allowing applications to program-dictated grant opportunities or 
even consistent, yet insufficient, recurring funding for disaster management. 
Instead, the fulfillment of the trust responsibility for disaster management hinges 
on the allocation of sufficient resources and legal space for self-governance for 
Tribal Nations to return to pre-colonization levels of capability and sovereignty 
for disaster management for their citizens and residents.

JUSTICE IN HAZARD MITIGATION
In Chapter 6, Olonilua discusses issues of diversity in hazard mitigation whether 
Just Recovery is considered or not. She suggests that justice in hazard mitigation is 
crucial considering unequal distribution of resources, systemic racism, and social 
vulnerability to hazards. The chapter provides recommendation for how to achieve 
diversity in hazard mitigation, arguing that there must be a considerable and con-
scientious effort made to involve underserved communities in order to achieve Just 
Recovery during the hazard mitigation phase of emergency management.

JUST RECOVERY FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH  
ACCESS AND FUNCTIONAL NEEDS

In Chapter 7, Fast explores the unique disaster response considerations that must 
be taken into account for individuals with access and functional needs, and the 
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subsequent challenges in recovery that may be experienced by this population. 
He describes the ways in which socio-political systems create the circumstances 
by which hazards disproportionately impact some individuals more than others. 
It is also these systems that either provide policies, procedures, and processes to 
help every person recover in an effective and positive manner, or create further 
inequalities and inequities leading to additional harm and delivering insufficient 
opportunities for substantial recovery. The chapter applies the principles for 
Just Recovery and illustrates the applicability of this concept to individuals with 
access and functional needs.

THE UNDERSIDE OF EPIPHANY: WANDERING 
WONDERINGS

Chapter 8 presents a post-humous publication based extensively upon the teach-
ings of Revered Richard Krajeski, a close friend and mentor, whose work in the 
disaster field was always in support of more just outcomes. Other authors include 
Lorna Jarrett Blanchard, Maraya Ben-Joseph, Mây Nguyễn, Tươi Nguyễn, 
Bryan Parras, David Rico, M. Kalani Souza, Dezzi Synan, Kristina Peterson, 
Julie Maldonado, Alessandra Jerolleman, and Nathan Jessee, all of whom had 
the good fortune to know and love Revered Krajeski and all of whom partic-
ipated in a post-humous discussion of justice based upon their experiences as 
Revered Krajeski’s extended family.

Emerging from his teachings and to honor his call, a group of his mentees, 
collaborators, and co-conspirators organized a special session at the July 2020 
Natural Hazards Workshop, Just Dialogue: An Intergenerational Conversation on 
Justice, Sustainability, and Abundance. Enough is abundance, as Dick Krajeski, a 
longtime leader in the hazards community, was known for saying. In this way he 
reminded us that when we live as if  we already have enough, we live sustainably 
and in ways that help lift oppression and reduce inequality and injustice. The ses-
sion brought together people from diverse and intersecting places of Dick’s life 
for an intergenerational conversation about hope and healing, and invited the 
Natural Hazards community to engage in a just dialogue to which we bring our 
whole, true selves (open and vulnerable) to ask – what are the questions for the 
Natural Hazards community to be questioning, and to be asking, to motivate change 
and to move our systems of research and practice toward more equitable futures for 
all? This session provides the bulk of this chapter.

THE ROLE OF EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND 
SOCIAL JUSTICE IN EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT 

PRACTICE: THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE FUTURE
In Chapter 9, Buchanan and Sparagowski focus on the role of emerging 
technologies in emergency management and how they may both support and 
inhibit more just outcomes. For example, is an emerging technology affordable 
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enough for all to use, or does the technology add to the so-called “digital divide,” 
increasing the gap between the haves and have-nots? Or does the emerging 
technology serve as an equalizer, providing access and availability for all socio-
economic status groups? This chapter serves as an introduction to these issues 
and how they impact emergency management practice in a discussion of how 
the communication process functions, how emerging technologies impact 
communication strategies in emergency management, and the importance of 
including a social justice framework in emergency management operations and 
plans to understand how these emerging technology tools can be used to keep 
people and property safe from disasters.

THE BROADER PICTURE
The chapters are illustrative of the meaning and application of the principles of 
Just Recovery in particular circumstances or to particular communities. Many 
other examples can be found. The principles should be considered in preparedness, 
mitigation, and response efforts, as well, because those activities can have great 
impact on recovery and often are the first steps in recovery. The importance of 
social networks, community organizations, broad public participation in decision 
making, and intergovernmental cooperation and collaboration in all four 
processes is backed up by academic research and practical experience. However, 
the failure of be responsive to community needs and preferences continues. 
Information is not shared and resources are not allocated equitably. For example, 
the response to the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States was characterized 
by the withholding of risk information from the public, presumably to prevent 
panic, when that decision served to increase stress and anxiety as people tried 
to gauge risk in order to protect themselves and their families. Professional 
emergency managers would have been much more sensitive to the necessity to 
provide accurate information to build public trust and reduce anxiety. While some 
people learned to track down accurate information and guidance for personal 
protection and to not to rely upon the muddled information provided by some 
official sources, others came to disregard all sources of information.

Similarly, access to vaccines was controversial when some believed that 
groups were given access for reasons other than their relative vulnerability to 
the coronavirus. It also became evident that access was much easier for those 
with private transportation and those with sufficient computer skills to negotiate 
the online appointment maze. Clearer vaccination priorities, more accessible 
appointment processes, and better distribution of the vaccines were needed. Our 
memory of the pandemic will be colored by memories of the struggle to deal 
with conflicting advice and get vaccinated and the relief  that followed. Special 
efforts to provide vaccinations to people in communities with fewer medical 
resources were only slowly initiated and the expansion of vaccination sites with 
the support of community organizations, the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), the National Guard, and other groups helped reach more and 
more people.
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