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Executive Summary 
Between the moment a disaster ends, and the moment long-term rebuilding money arrives, 
there is a phase of community life that can turn into a “disaster after the disaster.” Recent 
experience shows that many communities do not have temporary housing, small business relief, 
swift debris removal, and other essentials lined up before a disaster strikes. At the same time, 
federal doctrine does not name this phase, does not fund it coherently, and does not train 
anyone to manage it. This paper calls that phase Stabilization and argues that it deserves the 
same institutional standing as Response and Recovery — with its own management leadership, 
its own playbook, its own financing tools, and its own metrics. 

The central finding is this: in the aftermath of catastrophes communities can permanently lose 
population, businesses, and tax base long before reconstruction ever begins. The damage that 
shows up in ten-year recovery statistics is often locked in during the first six months. By the time 
CDBG-DR funds typically start flowing — about 20 months after a disaster, on average, and for 
many declared disasters never at all — many of the families and business owners who were 
going to leave have already left. 

The problem is getting worse, not better. Insurance markets are retreating from high-risk 
regions, housing shortages make displacement stickier and more permanent, local government 
staffing is thinner than a generation ago, infrastructure is older, and federal appropriations are 
slower and less predictable. The gap this paper describes is widening from both ends. 

Just as individual businesses have learned that retaining existing customers is more profitable 
and less costly than constantly acquiring new ones, communities must learn something similar. 
It behooves them to contain diasporas as much as possible and retain their homeowners and 
small business base, because once those are gone permanently, the road back can take years or 
even decades. Retention — of people, businesses, institutions, and confidence — is the central 
objective of Stabilization. 

This paper introduces five tools for managing that objective: 
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• The Stabilization Gap — a precise map of the funding void between FEMA Individual 
Assistance (18-month statutory ceiling) and CDBG-DR (average first dollar at month 20, if 
appropriated at all), during which a community’s own resources are effectively the only 
resources available. 

• The Reconstruction Mirage — a named account of how reconstruction spending can 
make headline economic indicators look like recovery while a community’s organic 
economy and population hollow out underneath. 

• The Stabilization System — an interdependency map of the tracks that must move 
together during Stabilization — infrastructure, housing, mental health, small business, 
anchor employers, philanthropy, external perception, diaspora engagement, regulation, 
and governance — because none of them succeed in isolation. 

• The Retention Window — a proposed 90–180 day threshold, offered explicitly as a 
working hypothesis, after which the odds of permanent population loss rise sharply. It gives 
leaders a concrete deadline to work against, in the same spirit as the Golden Hour in 
trauma medicine. 

• The Stabilization Toolkit — a Coordinator, Playbook, Dashboard, Finance Toolkit, 
Community Resilience Network, and Annual Exercise that a state, county, or regional 
council of governments can adopt now, before its next disaster. 

Because the communities at greatest retention risk — small towns and rural counties — are also 
the least staffed to manage the phase, this paper treats regional institutions such as councils of 
governments and economic development districts as first-class stabilization actors, not 
afterthoughts. 

The goal of Stabilization is not to return a community to exactly what it was — disasters expose 
vulnerabilities that should not be rebuilt. The goal is what this paper calls dynamic viability: the 
point at which a community has re-established the capacity to sustain and grow its assets 
coherently, right-sizing where it must and growing where it can. 

Stabilization at a Glance 
A one-page reference for busy leaders. Everything on this page is developed in the body of the 
paper. 

Question Answer 

What is Stabilization? The phase in which a community re-establishes the baseline support 
system — infrastructure, housing, health, economic continuity, and 
governance capacity — necessary for community retention while long-
term recovery solutions are being developed. Distinct from emergency 
response (life safety), immediate relief (supplemental immediate care) 
and recovery (rebuilding). 

When does it begin? When the immediate crisis has passed and it is safe for civilians to access 
their homes and businesses to assess damage and begin remediation. 
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Question Answer 

When does it end? At dynamic viability: critical infrastructure functional, population and 
business loss no longer at crisis rates, and an active, funded recovery plan 
in place. 

What is the objective? Retention. Keep the people, businesses, anchor employers, and outside 
confidence that make recovery possible. Subordinate objectives include (1) 
positioning the community to make informed long-term decisions, and (2) 
ensuring that the services and businesses the community relies on in 
normal times are not displaced by the Reconstruction Mirage. 

What is the deadline? The Retention Window: 90–180 days after safe re-entry for major 
catastrophes. May vary depending on the severity of the shock event. 

Who should own it? A named Stabilization Coordinator — in the executive’s office for larger 
jurisdictions; at the council of governments or regional planning district 
level for small towns and rural counties (Section V). 

What should be tracked 
weekly? 

Population retained · businesses reopened · school enrollment · owner 
occupancy · rental occupancy · sales tax receipts · utility restoration · 
hospital utilization · commercial occupancy · volunteer capacity. 

What five things can a 
county do this quarter? 

Name a Stabilization Coordinator · pre-identify temporary housing sites · 
pre-design a small business relief/recovery fund · sign standby contracts 
for debris and utilities · run one tabletop stabilization exercise. 

 

I. The Make-or-Break Period of Disasters 
When a disaster hits, the emergency management system asks a narrow, well-rehearsed set of 
questions around the size and scope of the hazard, the status of victims, and the restoration of 
essential functions and the re-establishment of public order and safety. The U.S. has placed a 
huge premium on emergency management over the past seventy years, and our management of 
this phase is world-class. 

But as emergency operations wind down, many communities are nowhere close to actually 
implementing long-term recovery plans. Cleaning up after a catastrophic event is not easy. It 
takes communities years, decades, even centuries to build up their assets, and all of this 
accumulated community wealth can be damaged or destroyed overnight. Restoring and 
hardening critical infrastructure takes time. Replacing housing stock can take years. Once 
people are displaced and living elsewhere, it can take a long time for them to come back. And 
catastrophes rarely strike isolated areas — there is fierce regional competition for the 
equipment, contractors, and capital needed to dig out from the mess. 

Consider what this looks like on the ground: blue tarps still on roofs a year after the storm. 
Temporary housing that quietly becomes permanent because no one built a plan for month 
nineteen. A business owner who wanted to reopen but couldn’t make payroll during the gap and 
now works two counties over. A school that reopens with half its enrollment because the families 
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didn’t come back. These are not response failures, and they are not recovery failures. They are 
failures of an unnamed, unmanaged phase in between. 

The FEMA/Stafford Act cycle — mitigation, preparedness, response, recovery — has no named 
phase for this period, and so no doctrine, no dedicated staff, and no dedicated funding stream 
owns it. “Recovery,” as commonly used, conflates two very different jobs: stabilizing a 
community so that recovery is even possible, and the multi-year work of rebuilding itself. 
Treating them as one phase means the first job routinely gets no one’s full attention. 

The consequences of the current system for the hardest hit areas include: 

• LMI neighborhoods, renters and homeowners can be displaced for years 

• People and businesses make decisions to leave permanently 

• Unsightly debris can take a long time to be cleaned up 

• There is no sense of a real return to normalcy; frustration, anxiety, and trauma continue 
and are exacerbated 

“Stabilization” is a distinct management discipline, not a subcategory of either response or 
recovery — the same way trauma medicine is distinct from both emergency response and long-
term rehabilitation. It needs its own specialization, its own staffing, and its own doctrine. 

Why this problem is getting worse 

If the Stabilization gap were stable, communities might continue muddling through it. It is not 
stable. Several structural trends are widening it from both ends: 

• Insurance markets are retreating. Carrier withdrawals and non-renewals in high-risk 
regions mean more of the loss lands directly on households and small businesses — 
precisely the actors with the least capacity to bridge a two-year funding gap. 

• Housing shortages make displacement permanent. A displaced family in a tight 
regional housing market cannot “wait nearby.” The apartment they find two counties away 
becomes the new address, the new school district, and eventually the new hometown. 

• Local government capacity is thinner. Smaller planning, finance, and public works 
staffs mean less bandwidth to run a stabilization effort on top of ordinary operations — and 
staff burnout and turnover strike exactly when institutional memory matters most. 

• The communities most exposed have the least capacity. The hollowing-out of rural 
America means the places at greatest retention risk are precisely those with part-time 
governments and no professional staff to assign. Section V returns to this asymmetry with a 
regional solution. 

• Infrastructure is older, so the same event produces deeper and longer functional 
outages than it would have a generation ago. 

• Federal appropriations are slower and less predictable, which lengthens the far 
side of the gap (Section II). 
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The goal: dynamic viability, not restoration 

A word about what “success” means, because it shapes everything that follows. After a 
catastrophe, communities can almost never return things to exactly the way they were before, 
nor should they. The vulnerabilities the disaster exposed need to be addressed. People who were 
living in harm’s way should not be returned to it. Some things must change. 

The goal of Stabilization is therefore not static restoration, but what this paper calls dynamic 
viability: the point at which a community has re-established the capacity to sustain and grow 
its assets coherently in support of its long-term development and asset management objectives. 
These include right-sizing in some places and growing in others its people, businesses, 
institutions, infrastructure, and identity. Dynamic viability is the exit criterion for Stabilization. 
The fuller developmental arc — how communities optimize and grow the entire stack of capital 
they hold — is the subject of ISD’s companion framework paper on risk-adjusted, asset-based 
community development, and this paper builds on that foundation rather than repeating it. 

It is not enough for a community to come through a massive extreme event relatively unscathed 
in terms of loss of life. It has to be able to repair, restore, and rebuild effectively. Most disaster 
responses are ultimately judged by how this displacement period is managed — and it is 
remarkable that state and local leaders are not more focused on it. 

II. Defining Stabilization 
The clearest way to understand what is missing is a comparison most people will recognize 
instantly: how individuals handle personal disasters, such as car accidents. 

When a car accident happens, a well-rehearsed team responds immediately: EMTs, fire and 
rescue, police, a tow truck driver. America is exceptionally good at this part. But stabilizing the 
scene is not the same as stabilizing the person. Between the ambulance and the eventual 
decision to repair or replace the car sits a whole second set of professionals nobody thinks of as 
part of the “emergency”: the hospital staff who X-ray and set the bone; the insurance adjusters 
and mechanics who assess whether the car is salvageable; the rental company that provides a 
loaner while the owner decides how to proceed. That in-between phase — not the ambulance 
ride, not the eventual repair — is what determines whether the person and the car actually come 
back. 

Communities experience the same gap, at a much larger scale, with far less institutional support. 
The response team — emergency management, first responders, FEMA’s initial deployment — 
handles the equivalent of the ambulance ride and does it well. What is missing is the 
community-scale equivalent of the hospital and the loaner car: the people and protocols that 
manage the months when the emergency is over but the household, the business, and the local 
government are all still deciding whether to stay and rebuild or cut their losses and move on. 
Currently, FEMA and local emergency managers are often judged by how they handle this gap, 
which is unfair to their primary function. To return to the car accident analogy: it would be like 
blaming the EMTs if the hospital didn’t set the cast or neck brace right. 
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Figure 1. The difference between how individuals manage their personal risks compared to how 
communities manage theirs reveals a fundamental difference in priorities. 

The stabilization gap is not abstract. It can be dated precisely, and the dates are the paper’s most 
shareable evidence. 

• FEMA Individual Assistance has an 18-month statutory ceiling. Within that: 
Initial Rental Assistance is capped at two months, with Continued Temporary Housing 
Assistance extending to the 18-month limit. The Crisis Counseling Program’s needs 
assessment is due within 10 days of the declaration — the fastest-moving federal clock in 
the entire system, and one most communities are not staffed to meet. While there are many 
cases where these windows have been extended, communities cannot count on them, and 
they should plan accordingly. 

• CDBG-DR — the funding stream meant to carry communities through actual 
rebuilding — is conditional. It requires a congressional appropriation that many 
declared disasters never receive. Where it is appropriated, money starts flowing an average 
of 20 months after the disaster and takes 3.8 to 4.7 years to fully deploy. Timing is 
unpredictable: sometimes funded within weeks (Hurricanes Harvey and Florence), 
sometimes years apart for disasters in the very same season. Communities hit by Hurricane 
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Irene in 2011 waited until the 2013 Sandy appropriation — nearly two years — for funding 
that comparable New York and New Jersey communities received almost immediately. 

 
Figure 2. The Stabilization Gap. FEMA Individual Assistance winds down by month 18; CDBG-DR — 
where it comes at all — typically begins flowing around month 20 and takes years to complete. Between 
them, and often long before month 18 in practice, a community’s own resources are effectively the only 
resources available. The middle bar is the point of this paper: the phase where retention is decided has 
no name, no owner, and no funding stream. 

The phase where retention is decided has no name, no owner, no budget, and no funding 
stream. This paper exists to change that. 

 
The Stabilization Gap is exactly the window in which the Reconstruction Mirage can disguise a 
community’s underlying decline, because relief spending has ended, reconstruction spending 
has not started, and the headline indicators are the least trustworthy they will ever be. 

Working definition. Based on this understanding, Stabilization is the phase in which a 
community re-establishes the baseline functions — infrastructure, housing, health, economic 
continuity, and governance capacity — necessary for long-term recovery to be possible at all. It is 
distinct from emergency response, which is about life safety, and from long-term recovery, 
which is about rebuilding to a new baseline. 

The phase’s boundaries deserve care, because a central argument of this paper is that 
community conditions, not federal program milestones, should define them. Federal 
declarations can be delayed by politics or administration; assistance windows have been 
extended well past the point when stabilization needed to begin. Long-term recovery cannot be 
defined by the arrival of a funding stream that may never arrive. For a mayor, the clock starts 
the moment residents are allowed back past the barricades. 
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 Trigger 

Stabilization begins When the immediate crisis has passed and it is safe for civilians to access 
their homes and businesses to assess damage and begin remediation. 
Different neighborhoods within the same disaster cross this threshold on 
different days — which is one reason the phase is uneven by nature. 

Stabilization ends When the community reaches dynamic viability: critical infrastructure 
restored to functional levels, population and business loss no longer 
occurring at crisis rates, and an active, funded recovery plan with financing 
identified. This is not necessarily the moment CDBG-DR funds arrive. For 
communities that never receive an appropriation, the transition to recovery 
could be likened to the start of implementation of long-term solutions. 

What it is not Stabilization is not a subcategory of emergency response. Different 
disciplines around permitting, financing, data management and evaluation, 
planning and design are required. 

 

Three questions practitioners will ask 

“Isn’t this just Recovery?” No — it is the reason recovery becomes possible. Recovery, as 
practiced and funded, is the multi-year rebuilding of a community to a new baseline; 
Stabilization is the fight to make sure there is still a community to rebuild. The two run on 
different clocks, use different instruments, and answer different questions — and conflating 
them is precisely how the first job goes unstaffed. 

“Isn’t this Community Lifelines, or the RSFs?” Lifelines doctrine stabilizes systems and 
services — power, water, communications — during response, and this paper deliberately 
borrows its logic. The RSFs coordinate recovery, on recovery timelines, around federal 
resources. Neither owns the community itself — its households, businesses, and institutions — 
during the window when their stay-or-go decisions are made. The mapping table in Section IV 
shows precisely where each proposed function does and does not have a federal counterpart. 

“Is this more work for emergency managers?” It is designed to be the opposite. 
Emergency managers are already being judged for how this phase goes — unfairly, because their 
doctrine, authorities, and tempo were built for a different mission. Naming Stabilization, and 
giving it its own coordinator and instruments, takes an unfunded, unowned burden off the 
response system rather than adding one to it. Where a community prefers to elevate its 
emergency manager into a broader disaster management role spanning resilience through 
recovery, that is a legitimate design choice — but it should be a resourced choice, not a default. 

Stabilization is uneven, concurrent, and disguisable 

Three complications make Stabilization harder to manage than a clean handoff between phases 
would suggest, and a serious treatment has to name all three. 

• It runs concurrently with response and recovery, not after them. Different 
neighborhoods within the same disaster face wildly different intensity and have wildly 
different capacity to self-fund their own stabilization. When Hurricane Ian hit Florida in 
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2022, Sanibel Island was almost unrecognizable, while communities a few miles inland 
were conducting business as usual within days. 

• It concentrates its worst consequences unevenly. Some places — St. Bernard Parish 
after Hurricane Katrina, the Fountaingrove and Coffey Park neighborhoods of Santa Rosa 
after the 2017 Tubbs Fire — face genuinely existential population-retention stakes. Others 
recover on the response timeline alone. Stabilization doctrine matters most, and is 
neglected most, precisely in the high-risk cases. 

• It can be statistically disguised. A year after Hurricanes Irma and Maria, Puerto Rico’s 
local economic activity index turned positive for the first time in over a decade — almost 
entirely on the strength of reconstruction spending: construction employment surged 
roughly 25%, and average construction wages jumped more than 50%. Meanwhile the 
island’s population fell by roughly 4% — more than 130,000 residents — within that same 
year, with total displacement estimates running far higher. A community can look like it is 
recovering, on the indicators outsiders check first, while its actual population and small-
business base hollow out underneath the reconstruction boom. 

This last complication deserves its own name, because it is arguably the paper’s single most 
important observation for a sitting leader. This paper calls it the Reconstruction Mirage: the 
period when reconstruction spending inflates the indicators a leader is most likely to watch — 
sales tax receipts, employment, aggregate activity — while the organic, pre-disaster economy 
underneath is still one-third smaller and shrinking. Figure 3 shows the shape of the problem. 

 
Figure 3. The Reconstruction Mirage. Total measured economic activity crosses back above the pre-
disaster baseline on reconstruction spending — the moment headlines declare recovery — while the 
organic economy remains far below it. As reconstruction winds down, the two converge on the new, 
smaller baseline. 

Avoiding displacement of the underlying economy reflects one of the biggest challenges for 
community leaders during this period. There are many stories of well-meaning NGOs providing 
free water and other goods and services that local businesses could have begun to provide. In 
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other cases, people who have operated for generations can find their ability to re-open delayed 
significantly by regulations and other considerations that cause them to become discouraged 
and move on. Community leaders may not be as sensitive to these losses as they otherwise might 
be, because of the massive one-time influx of dollars and resources that come in, but which will 
not be sustained in the future. 

It is tempting to think of disaster damage as something that gets fixed, on a timeline, by 
reconstruction dollars. The evidence says otherwise. A community’s population and economic 
base can be lost — permanently — in the first six to twelve months, while public attention and 
federal doctrine are both focused on debris removal, temporary shelter, and the earliest stages of 
the FEMA process. By the time reconstruction financing arrives, years later, that loss is often no 
longer preventable. It is simply the new, smaller baseline that recovery money then rebuilds 
around. 

Daniel Alesch’s studies of small business failure after the 1994 Northridge earthquake first 
documented the pattern this paper builds on: businesses rarely fail during the disaster; they fail 
quietly in the months after it, as cash reserves run out and customers drift elsewhere. What this 
paper adds is the generalization of that finding from the firm to the community — whole towns 
can undergo the same quiet failure — and the observation that the Reconstruction Mirage can 
hide the process while it is happening. 

This analysis reframes what a community actually loses when a family or a business owner 
decides not to come back. It is not simply “people leaving.” The more accurate description, and 
the one that should drive how officials and economic developers think about the stakes, is that 
the community is losing future tax revenue, future entrepreneurs, future volunteers, future 
students, future employers, future civic leaders. It is also losing some of its past. In Hawai’i, lava 
flows have taken away iconic natural features; in Lahaina, the 2023 fire destroyed much of a 
historic town center that had anchored the community’s identity for more than a century. 
Section IV returns to these intangible assets — identity, social bonds, heritage — because they 
are the assets most likely to be lost without anyone being assigned to protect them. 

A disaster, in those terms, is a sudden shock to a community’s identity, its asset base, and its 
future plans. Every household and business deciding whether to return is evaluating that return 
in real time, with imperfect information, under deadline pressure. Stabilization is the discipline 
of managing this process during the window when leaders can still influence it. That is a 
fundamentally different management problem than the one FEMA doctrine and CDBG-DR are 
built to solve, and it is why Stabilization needs its own doctrine rather than better execution of 
the doctrines that already exist. 

Avoiding accelerated community decay 

The slow-rolling version of this asset withdrawal is familiar from the Rust Belt. Detroit’s 
population peaked at roughly 1.85 million in 1950 and stands near 630,000 today; Pittsburgh 
fell from about 677,000 to around 300,000 over the same period. Water and utility systems 
engineered to be defrayed across the larger population now burden the smaller one, and whole 
neighborhoods lie fallow — in Detroit’s case, some have literally reverted to farmland. What took 
Detroit and Pittsburgh seventy years of structural macroeconomic shift to experience, a 
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catastrophic disaster can inflict on a community in a single fiscal quarter. The rips that appeared 
in St. Bernard Parish and Puerto Rico are decay on steroids — but the compression of the time 
frame is exactly what makes them preventable, because the decisive period is short enough to 
manage if someone is assigned to manage it. 

Maximizing Retention 

Trauma medicine has the Golden Hour. Economists have the liquidity crisis. Military planners 
have the decision cycle. Disaster recovery has lacked an equivalent concept for population 
retention — a named, evidence-grounded window in which intervention still works, after which 
it largely doesn’t. This paper proposes one. 

• No formal community-level analog to the 48-hour missing-persons rule currently exists in 
disaster policy or research. 

• What does exist: population return after disasters follows a consistent negative-exponential 
pattern. Most people return within days to weeks; a persistent minority does not; and 
evacuation distance predicts non-return. In one large household survey, roughly 43% of 
displaced households returned within a week, another 23% within a month, but 20% took 
longer than a month, and 14% had not returned by the time of the survey. 

 
Figure 4. The Retention Window. The head of the curve takes care of itself — most households return 
quickly once access is restored. The tail is where a community’s permanent population loss is actually 
decided, and intervention leverage declines sharply once the proposed 90–180 day window closes. 

The Retention Window. ISD proposes a Retention Window of 90–180 days after safe civilian 
re-entry as an operational threshold: the period after which the probability of permanent 
departure rises sharply enough that community-level retention interventions — temporary 
housing near original neighborhoods, employer continuity support, school continuity — stop 
being optional and become the primary lever against long-term population loss. This is 
presented deliberately as a strong, evidence-grounded hypothesis and a working target for 
planning purposes, not yet as a validated figure. ISD intends to sharpen it with primary analysis, 
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and says so plainly here rather than overstating current certainty. A hedged number that leaders 
can plan against today is worth more than a false-precision number that collapses under its first 
empirical test. 

Severity scales the stakes: St. Bernard Parish lost roughly half its population within the first year 
and has recovered to only about two-thirds of its pre-Katrina population two decades later, tied 
directly to a financing failure that underpaid damage claims in lower-property-value areas. 
Puerto Rico’s net population loss one year after Irma and Maria was roughly 3%, on top of a 
decade of prior decline. Sanibel, by contrast, saw its business community begin reopening 
within months once the causeway reopened — though even there, some businesses stayed closed 
for over a year. The variance itself is a finding: retention risk scales with both the severity of 
underlying infrastructure loss and the length of household displacement, and different tracks — 
infrastructure, small business, housing — each run their own retention clock at a different 
speed. 

III. Guiding Principles of Stabilization Management 
If Stabilization is to become a distinct management discipline rather than simply another 
collection of post-disaster activities, it requires a coherent set of governing principles. These 
principles are not intended to replace professional judgment or local adaptation. Rather, they 
provide a common philosophy for evaluating difficult tradeoffs during the period when time, 
information, and resources are all severely constrained. 

The central objective of Stabilization is straightforward: preserve the community’s productive 
assets long enough for long-term recovery to become possible. Every decision made during this 
period should therefore be evaluated not only for its immediate operational benefit, but also for 
how it affects the community’s long-term capacity to retain people, businesses, institutions, and 
confidence. 

Principle 1. Retention is the central objective. 

The purpose of Stabilization is not simply to restore services. It is to prevent avoidable losses of 
the productive assets upon which long-term recovery depends. Families deciding whether to 
return, businesses determining whether to reopen, employers considering relocation, students 
choosing schools, investors evaluating future opportunities, and lenders assessing risk are all 
making retention decisions during this period. Every unnecessary departure permanently 
reduces the community’s future tax base, workforce, entrepreneurial capacity, institutional 
strength, and civic life. 

Retention does not imply preserving every pre-disaster condition. Some neighborhoods will 
relocate. Some infrastructure will be redesigned. Some economic activity will shift. The objective 
is not to freeze communities in place, but to preserve their long-term capacity to flourish while 
adapting to new realities. Nor does retention end at the county line: a displaced household is not 
lost until its connection to the community is severed, which is why diaspora engagement (SSF 
10, Section IV) is retention work, not an afterthought. 

Principle 2. Community conditions — not federal programs — define the phase. 
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Federal declarations, funding streams, and administrative timelines provide important 
resources, but they do not determine when Stabilization begins or ends. For local leaders, 
Stabilization begins when residents can safely return to assess damage and make stay-or-go 
decisions. It ends when the community has regained the capacity to sustain itself, regardless of 
whether federal recovery funding has arrived. 

This distinction matters because the decisions that determine permanent population and 
business retention are made according to community conditions rather than bureaucratic 
milestones. Communities cannot afford to wait for administrative processes before beginning 
the work of Stabilization. 

Principle 3. Communities are systems, not collections of projects. 

No stabilization activity succeeds in isolation. Debris removal affects business reopening, mental 
health, tourism, and investor confidence. Temporary housing influences school enrollment, 
labor force participation, and employer retention. Infrastructure restoration shapes housing 
markets, lending decisions, and private investment. 

Viewing these activities independently encourages optimization within individual sectors while 
allowing the broader system to deteriorate. Effective Stabilization therefore requires managing 
the interactions among functions, recognizing that the greatest risks often emerge not from 
failures within a single system, but from failures of coordination across multiple systems. 

Principle 4. Every stabilization intervention should accelerate permanent 
recovery. 

Stabilization exists to create the conditions for permanent recovery — not to replace it. 
Temporary measures should function as bridges, not destinations. Disaster history 
demonstrates how easily temporary solutions become permanent conditions: emergency 
housing remains occupied long after replacement neighborhoods should have been underway; 
bridge financing is repeatedly extended without addressing the structural barriers preventing 
businesses from becoming self-sustaining; temporary regulatory waivers evolve into long-term 
governance problems. Every stabilization intervention should therefore answer two simple 
questions: (1) how does this decision assist future recovery decisions, and (2) how does this 
decision make permanent recovery more likely? 

In practice this means every temporary instrument carries an exit vector. Temporary housing 
should keep households close enough to their jobs, schools, churches, and social networks that 
returning becomes the easiest long-term choice — but with transition plans, redevelopment 
milestones, and sunset provisions built in. Bridge financing should carry businesses through the 
Retention Window until normal markets function again, without becoming an indefinite subsidy 
for enterprises that are no longer viable. Emergency permitting should remove unnecessary 
procedural barriers without rebuilding known vulnerabilities into the future. Viewed this way, 
Stabilization is fundamentally the management of transitions. It succeeds not when temporary 
systems become efficient, but when they are no longer needed. 

Principle 5. Measure assets, not simply activities. 
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Communities often measure what is easiest to count rather than what matters most. Truckloads 
of debris removed, dollars obligated, permits issued, or meals distributed are important 
operational indicators, but they are not measures of whether a community is actually surviving. 

The more meaningful questions are whether households are returning, businesses are 
reopening, schools are retaining enrollment, employers are maintaining operations, tax 
revenues are recovering, and outside investors continue to believe in the community’s future. 
These are measures of asset preservation rather than operational throughput. This distinction 
underlies the Stabilization Dashboard introduced in Section VI. The purpose of measurement is 
not simply to document activity. It is to determine whether the community is preserving the 
productive assets upon which long-term recovery depends. 

IV. The Stabilization System: Support Functions and Enabling Conditions 
Because Stabilization runs concurrently across many tracks rather than as a checklist to 
complete in sequence, this paper maps it as an interdependent system. Each function below 
gates or accelerates several others; none of them succeed alone. This is a critical point for state 
and local leaders to bear in mind. To take just one example, debris removal is not just about 
debris removal per se. Debris removal affects mental health, small business reopening, external 
perceptions of the community, and other retention-critical factors. 

On the other hand, the map carries a warning as well as a plan: when any single track is allowed 
to dominate the system, it deforms the others. The COVID-19 period demonstrated this at 
national scale — whatever one’s view of the specific public-health measures, a single function 
dominated decision-making for an extended period, and schools, small businesses, and civic life 
were too subordinated to it in some cases. Systems-based management exists precisely to 
prevent any one track, however urgent, from over-damaging or destroying others. 

The architecture has three layers, shown in Figure 5. At the top are the enabling conditions — 
the capacities a community either has or lacks on day one, which determine whether anything 
else can be managed at all. In order to have expedited debris removal, for example, pre-set 
agreements need to be in place during normal conditions. In the middle are the ten Stabilization 
Support Functions — the work itself. These are very distinct from Emergency Support Functions 
and Recovery Support Functions: debris removal during the ESF phase is a byproduct of search 
and rescue and other ESFs, while during Stabilization it is a core function in its own right. At the 
bottom are the outcomes the system exists to produce, converging on dynamic viability and the 
hand-off to long-term recovery. 

The framework’s arithmetic is deliberately simple, and Figure 5 is the one image that holds all of 
it: seven enabling conditions support ten support functions that protect nine classes of 
community capital, converging on one outcome — dynamic viability. Readers who keep that 
picture in mind can treat the numbered lists that follow as reference detail rather than material 
to memorize. 
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Figure 5. The Stabilization System. Enabling conditions make the work manageable; ten Stabilization 
Support Functions do the work; the system converges on dynamic viability. Interdependencies among 
the functions — what gates what — are carried in the Executive Playbook table at the end of this section. 

What the system protects: the nine asset classes 

The layers above describe who manages and how. What is being managed is the community’s 
asset base. ISD’s companion framework paper describes communities as builders of nine classes 
of capital, accumulated patiently over decades and vulnerable to sudden shock. The following 
summarizes them: 

CAPITAL TYPE ASSETS BUILT / LIABILITIES RISKED 

Legacy Capital History, culture, identity, places, and traditions. The distinctive character that 
makes a community worth investing in and worth returning to. When lost to 
generic reconstruction or diaspora, it cannot be fully recovered. 
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CAPITAL TYPE ASSETS BUILT / LIABILITIES RISKED 

Natural Capital Clean air, water, healthy ecosystems, and biodiversity. A productive asset 
when managed well — a compounding liability when degraded. The Flint water 
crisis and Beijing air quality crisis both illustrate natural capital depletion as 
an economic and human capital loss. 

Economic Capital Jobs, income, businesses, innovation, and financial health. The engine that 
generates the tax base and household wealth that everything else depends on. 
The disaster economy can temporarily mask deterioration in this asset. 

Property Capital Housing, land, buildings, and neighborhoods. For most families, the primary 
store of household wealth. Reconstruction that raises values without restoring 
affordability converts a community asset into an equity liability. 

Physical Capital Infrastructure, transportation, utilities, and public facilities. Depreciates 
continuously; requires active investment to hold its value. Deferred 
maintenance is a liability that compounds — and disaster finds the weakness 
first. 

Intellectual Capital Knowledge, data, creativity, research, technology, and ideas. The capacity to 
understand, innovate, and adapt. A community without intellectual capital 
cannot diagnose its own condition or design effective responses to it. 

Social Capital Trust, networks, civic life, volunteerism, and community connections. The 
relational infrastructure that enables collective action. High social capital 
communities recover from disasters faster than financially equivalent 
communities with weaker networks. 

Human Capital Health, education, skills, well-being, and potential. The capacity of people 
themselves — the ultimate input to every other form of capital production. 

Political Capital Effective institutions, leadership, transparency, accountability, and civic 
participation. The governance capacity that translates community priorities 
into collective action — and navigates federal bureaucracy when disaster 
strikes. 

 
Stabilization is the discipline of protecting that nine-class asset stack during the window when it 
is most exposed: the support functions are organized around the assets they defend — housing 
functions defend the physical and human base, small business and anchor employer functions 
defend the economic and human base, perception and diaspora functions defend confidence and 
connection — and the Dashboard in Section VI measures asset retention directly. The full 
taxonomy is developed in the framework paper and is not repeated here. 

The assets that cannot be counted 

Two of the nine capitals — legacy and social — deserve special attention during Stabilization, 
because they are the assets most likely to be lost without anyone noticing. They do not appear on 
damage assessments. No insurance adjuster prices a town’s identity; no dashboard tracks the 
erosion of neighborly trust. Yet they are frequently what residents mean when they say a place 
“isn’t coming back”: the heritage icons and monuments, the distinctive natural and physical 
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features, the gathering places, the festivals and rituals, the sense that this place is unmistakably 
itself. 

Three practical implications follow. First, iconic assets belong in the playbook. A 
community should know, before the disaster, which landmarks, monuments, and natural or 
built features carry its identity, and should triage their stabilization the way it triages 
infrastructure — a tarped and scaffolded landmark says “we are coming back” more powerfully 
than any press release. Second, social fabric can be protected or shredded by logistics. 
Temporary housing that keeps neighbors near neighbors preserves the networks that carry 
people through; placement that scatters a neighborhood across a region severs them — a lesson 
written painfully into the post-Katrina record. Third, rituals are retention infrastructure. 
Holding the festival, the graduation, the Friday night game — on schedule, amid the debris — is 
not a distraction from stabilization. It is stabilization, aimed at the one asset every other one 
depends on: the community’s belief in its own continuity. 

The seven enabling conditions 

An enabling condition, as used here, is a capacity — not a service delivered to survivors (those 
are support functions) and not a thing being protected (those are asset classes). Each condition 
below gates multiple support functions, and each can be built before a disaster. Together they 
are the difference between a community that manages its stabilization and one that merely 
experiences it. 

• Governance and decision capacity is often the real gap — not money, but decision 
authority and staff capacity, compounded by local government burnout and turnover 
during exactly the period when institutional memory matters most. Disasters usually do 
not fail for lack of money; they fail for lack of governance. 

• Standing networks and relationships. “The worst time to exchange business cards is 
the day of a disaster” is a refrain often heard in disaster management circles, but too often 
that is exactly what happens. Emergency managers are often the de facto stabilization and 
long-term recovery leads for their communities as well; they need to be connected with 
community development leads during blue skies, so there is as much continuity as possible 
when the phase actually arrives — and working relationships with state and federal entities 
need to be maintained on the same ongoing basis. The denser the networks community 
leaders hold, the more likely they are to leverage resources, smooth regulatory and 
governance obstacles, and act swiftly. (Section V addresses how to build this network in 
advance; the community resilience network described there is this condition’s blue-skies 
construction project.) 

• Information and resource navigation — rumor control and plain-language access to a 
patchwork of federal, state, and philanthropic programs — is where ISD’s homeowner and 
small-business navigation tools apply directly. Households and business owners making 
stay-or-go decisions are making them on whatever information reaches them; bad 
information produces bad retention outcomes as surely as bad financing does. 

• Data and baseline capacity. Everything this paper proposes to measure — the 
Dashboard, the Retention Window metric, the detection of a Reconstruction Mirage — 



© 2026 Institute for Sustainable Development. All rights reserved. Page 18 of 32 

presumes the community knows its pre-disaster baselines (population, enrollment, 
occupancy, receipts) and can refresh those numbers weekly under duress. Almost no 
community can do this today. A community cannot detect that it is losing its population if it 
never measured its population; it cannot distinguish mirage from recovery without an 
organic-economy baseline. This is among the cheapest enabling conditions to build in 
advance and among the most expensive to improvise afterward. 

• Regulatory posture and rebuilding rules — how substantial-damage determinations, 
grandfather clauses, permits, and variances will be interpreted and sequenced during the 
stabilization window. This condition is so consequential, and so consistently overlooked, 
that it receives its own treatment immediately below. 

• Standing liquidity — the money a community can touch in week one without asking 
anyone’s permission. The components are knowable: rainy-day funds sized with disaster 
scenarios in mind; pre-arranged lines of credit negotiated before they are needed; 
insurance program health, including whether coverage and deductibles have kept pace with 
replacement costs; and — often overlooked — the administrative capacity to receive and 
manage money, since federal reimbursement is useless to a jurisdiction that cannot staff 
the compliance, procurement, and documentation requirements needed to draw it down. 
Communities have lost more recovery funding to absorption failure than to appropriation 
failure. (Longer-horizon instruments — parametric insurance, resilience bonds, state 
revolving funds — are developed in ISD’s companion state-recovery paper; the relief and 
recovery fund instruments appear in Section VI.) 

• Pre-positioned instruments and agreements — the stock of executed arrangements 
that exists at hour zero: relief-fund and recovery-fund structures with eligibility rules 
already set; temporary housing sites already identified, with vendors and access protocols 
already negotiated; standby contracts for debris removal and emergency utilities, pre-
vetted and pre-awarded with clawback clauses; shared-intake and data-sharing agreements 
signed with the nonprofit sector. This condition is auditable in a way the others are not: a 
leader can ask, today, “show me our executed standby contracts,” and the answer is either a 
folder or an admission. Section V is the process chapter for building this stock; this list is 
the inventory it should produce. 

The regulatory trap: floodplain rules and grandfathering 

Under the National Flood Insurance Program, structures determined to be “substantially 
damaged” — damage exceeding 50% of market value — must be rebuilt to current floodplain 
codes, including elevation requirements. For a low-to-moderate-income small business owner, 
that determination can be a financial death sentence delivered by paperwork: the owner wants 
to stay, the community wants them to stay, and the rules block them from stabilizing their 
existing footprint. ISD watched this play out in Swannanoa, where auto repair businesses — 
exactly the kind of legacy, working-class enterprises a recovering community needs — faced 
return decisions governed less by their own determination than by how substantial-damage 
determinations and grandfather clauses were interpreted and sequenced. 
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Local leaders have more discretion here than they typically use. The timing and process of 
substantial-damage determinations, temporary use permits, code variances, and locally 
administered mitigation grants can all be deployed during the Retention Window to keep viable 
businesses functioning while long-term infrastructure and floodplain decisions are engineered 
properly. A pre-written regulatory stabilization playbook — who decides, on what timeline, with 
what interim instruments — belongs in every community’s toolkit (Sections V and VI). None of 
this means rebuilding negligently in harm’s way; it means not letting the sequencing of 
paperwork make the retention decision by default. 

The Ten Stabilization Support Functions 

Federal doctrine organizes the response phase around fifteen Emergency Support Functions and 
the recovery phase around six Recovery Support Functions. The phase in between has no 
equivalent structure — which is precisely why it has no owner. This paper proposes one: ten 
Stabilization Support Functions (SSFs), named in deliberate parallel to the ESF and RSF 
architectures, so that a state or county can staff, exercise, and fund the stabilization phase with 
the same institutional furniture the flanking phases already enjoy. 

There is federal precedent for this kind of naming. FEMA’s own Community Lifelines doctrine 
defines the response mission as the “rapid stabilization” of eight lifelines; the word already 
exists in federal usage at the level of systems and services. This paper extends the same logic to 
the community itself — its population, businesses, and institutions — where no equivalent 
doctrine exists. And in 2023, FEMA elevated Water Systems from a component of the Food, 
Water, and Shelter lifeline to a standalone lifeline of its own, after the water sector spent over a 
decade arguing that water was under-identified and therefore under-managed in emergency 
frameworks. 

SSF 1 — Debris removal and clean-up must be expedited precisely because it is a hub node: 
it affects mental health (visible wreckage prolongs trauma), economic recovery (businesses 
cannot reopen with debris blocking access), infrastructure repair (crews cannot work around it), 
and outside perception of whether the place is coming back at all. 

SSF 2 — Power and critical infrastructure — power, telecom, roads and bridges — is the 
sequencing backbone. Its speed gates almost everything downstream: business reopening, 
school reopening, and household return decisions all wait on it. 

SSF 3 — Water systems are often the long pole even after power is restored; boil-water 
advisories and private well contamination in rural areas are an underserved sub-problem 
distinct from municipal grid restoration. Schools cannot reopen and housing is not habitable 
without potable water, regardless of grid status — water runs on its own clock, in its own 
regulatory ecosystem, with its own funding streams, which is why it is a standalone function 
here, as it now is in FEMA’s lifeline construct. 

SSF 4 — Temporary housing follows the 2-month/18-month Individual Assistance 
structure, with a real equity gap for renters and LMI residents who may have no formal 
stabilization support at all. Temporary housing must carry the exit vectors described in Principle 
4 — sunset provisions and mandatory transitions to permanent redevelopment — so it acts as a 
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springboard toward dynamic viability rather than an administrative dependency trap. 
Placement is also a social-fabric decision: siting that keeps neighborhoods together preserves 
the networks retention depends on. 

SSF 5 — Mental health and crisis counseling are designed by FEMA as short-to-
intermediate support against psychological impact. In practice, this often needs to run much 
longer; the 10-day needs-assessment clock is a forcing function most communities are not 
staffed to meet. 

SSF 6 — Small business relief and recovery has a “quiet failure” pattern — the 
community-scale echo of Alesch’s Northridge finding. Businesses rarely close with a dramatic 
announcement; they simply never reopen. Two distinct financial instruments are needed, not 
one: relief funds, which are short-term and keep payroll running in the first weeks, and recovery 
funds, which are longer-horizon capital structured as an incentive to stay, where a business 
qualifies for additional support tied to remaining in the community for a defined period (Section 
VI). 

SSF 7 — Anchor employers — hospitals, universities, military installations, school systems, 
distribution centers, major manufacturers, large nonprofits — are a retention lever in their own 
right, not merely services to restore. An anchor employer’s decision to relocate, downsize, or 
delay reopening cascades directly into household departure decisions: lose the anchor and the 
population follows. Anchor continuity deserves its own named workstream, with direct 
executive-to-executive engagement, during the Retention Window. 

SSF 8 — Philanthropic and nonprofit coordination is a genuinely underexamined 
stabilization risk. Outside dollars can cannibalize local business activity if uncoordinated. ISD 
names two failure modes here, borrowed from the way small children chase a soccer ball around 
a field: “clumping,” where aid organizations cluster on the same visible need while other needs 
go unaddressed, and “gapping,” where every organization assumes another is covering a need, 
so no one does. 

SSF 9 — External perception and market confidence is the function a community’s 
residents cannot see but its economy cannot survive without. Customers, tourists, investors, 
lenders, and insurers all make their own return decisions — from a distance, on worse 
information than residents have, and usually later. Residents recover confidence in their 
community before outsiders do. Destination image, media narrative, business and investor 
confidence, convention and booking pipelines, and insurer posture are all assets that can be 
managed or neglected; perception management is asset management. A tourism economy like 
Sanibel’s stabilizes only when outsiders believe it is open. 

SSF 10 — Diaspora engagement and receiving-community coordination treats 
displaced residents as a constituency rather than a statistic. A household that has evacuated two 
counties — or two states — away has not yet been lost; it is lost when its connection to the 
community is severed. This function keeps that connection alive: a registry and communication 
channel for displaced households, maintained from day one; school-records and enrollment 
liaison with receiving districts, so children can return without administrative penalty; return-
intent tracking as a standing dashboard input; and continued access to local decisions — public 
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meetings streamed, rebuilding choices communicated — so the diaspora remains a participant 
in the community’s deliberations rather than an audience to them. The receiving side of the 
ledger matters equally. The post-Katrina New Orleans diaspora produced housing and social-
service surges in Baton Rouge, Lafayette, Atlanta, and above all Houston. Pre-negotiated 
mutual-aid compacts with likely receiving cities (Section V) protect both parties — and because 
the trajectory of extreme events is unpredictable, every city in a region has an interest in signing 
them: this year’s receiving city is next year’s sending city. 

Mapping the SSFs to existing federal structure 

The table below maps each SSF to its nearest counterpart in the current federal architecture. 
The mapping makes two arguments at once. Where a counterpart exists, the gap is one of timing 
and scale — the RSFs activate on recovery timelines, around federal coordination, after the 
retention decisions have largely been made. And where no counterpart exists at all — 
philanthropic coordination, external perception, and diaspora engagement — the absence is the 
finding: three of the ten functions that decide whether a community retains its base have no 
home anywhere in federal doctrine. 

SSF Nearest federal counterpart The gap 

1. Debris removal & clean-
up 

ESF #3 (response); Infrastructure 
Systems RSF 

Straddles two frameworks; no 
owner during the stabilization 
window itself 

2. Power & critical 
infrastructure 

Infrastructure Systems RSF; Energy 
Lifeline 

Maps cleanly — but activates on 
recovery timelines and federal 
coordination 

3. Water systems Infrastructure Systems RSF; Water 
Systems Lifeline (est. 2023) 

FEMA’s own precedent for 
standalone status; stabilization-
phase ownership still undefined 

4. Temporary housing Housing RSF; FEMA Individual 
Assistance 

Maps — but ends at IA eligibility 
lines, leaving renters and LMI 
residents out 

5. Mental health & crisis 
counseling 

Health & Social Services RSF; Crisis 
Counseling Program 

Maps — but designed as short-
term support against a long-
duration need 

6. Small business relief & 
recovery 

Economic RSF; SBA disaster 
lending 

Debt-first instruments on slow 
timelines; no relief-fund or 
recovery-fund doctrine 

7. Anchor employers Economic RSF (partial) Sector-level engagement exists; 
employer-specific retention work 
does not 

8. Philanthropic 
coordination 

None (Community Assistance RSF 
partial; VOAD structures sit in 
response) 

No federal function owns this 
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SSF Nearest federal counterpart The gap 

9. External perception & 
market confidence 

None No federal counterpart at any 
phase 

10. Diaspora engagement & 
receiving-community 
coordination 

None (ESF #6 mass care ends at 
sheltering; Housing RSF addresses 
units, not people) 

No federal function treats 
displaced residents as a retention 
constituency 

RSF names reflect current FEMA usage; the Community Planning and Capacity Building RSF 
now appears in FEMA materials as the Community Assistance RSF. 

 

The Executive Playbook: reading the system at a glance 

Another helpful way to look at these SSFs is to show how they fit within the disaster 
management cycle in terms of what enables them upstream (e.g. during the resilience or 
emergency management phases) and what they enable downstream in the recovery process. 

SSF What Gates It (Upstream) What It Gates (Downstream) 

1. Debris removal & clean-
up 

Governance decision authority; 
standby contracts 

Infrastructure repair, business 
access, community image 

2. Power & critical 
infrastructure 

Debris removal Business reopening, school return, 
housing occupancy 

3. Water systems Power grid restoration Safe housing occupancy, public 
health, school reopening 

4. Temporary housing Infrastructure & water restoration; 
pre-identified sites 

Household return decisions, 
economic continuity, social fabric 

5. Mental health & crisis 
counseling 

Debris removal; housing stability Workforce return, school stability 

6. Small business relief & 
recovery 

Debris removal; philanthropic 
coordination; regulatory posture 

Employment retention, tax base 
stability 

7. Anchor employers Infrastructure; housing; workforce 
return 

Household retention, institutional 
confidence 

8. Philanthropic 
coordination 

Information & resource navigation; 
pre-positioned agreements 

Small business relief effectiveness 

9. External perception & 
market confidence 

Debris removal; data & 
communications capacity 

Customer/tourist return, investor 
& insurer confidence 

10. Diaspora engagement & 
receiving-community 
coordination 

Data & baseline capacity; temporary 
housing; receiving-city compacts 

Household return decisions, 
school enrollment, long-term 
population retention 
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V. Stabilization Readiness: Building Capacity Before Disaster Strikes 
Nearly everything in this paper so far describes what has to happen after a disaster. That is 
backwards. ISD’s own field experience says Stabilization capacity should actually be built years 
beforehand, during normal operating conditions. A temporary housing site cannot be identified, 
permitted, and staffed on day one of a disaster; it has to already exist as a plan. The fact that so 
many communities do not do this is one of the leading causes of criticism of local (and state) 
leadership — and a contributor to the diaspora. 

• Temporary housing: sites identified, access protocols and eligibility rules negotiated in 
advance — not designed under pressure in week one. 

• Small business retention: relief-fund and recovery-fund structures pre-designed, 
drawing on the Ventura precedent formalized in Section VI, with funding sources and 
eligibility criteria set before they are needed. 

• Standby contracts: debris removal and emergency utility contracts pre-vetted and pre-
awarded, with clawback clauses, protecting the community from price-gouging and 
equipment scarcity when regional demand spikes after a catastrophe. 

• Local lender and contractor networks pre-registered, so a community is not 
building its rebuilding supply chain and its financing relationships from scratch under 
duress. 

• Philanthropic coordination by design: data-sharing agreements and a shared intake 
platform — analogous to the coordinated-entry systems used in housing crises — 
established as a standing prerequisite for nonprofits operating in the disaster zone, so 
clumping and gapping (Section IV) are prevented structurally rather than managed after 
the fact. 

• School continuity plans, so that reopening timelines — a major retention lever — are 
not improvised. 

• An identity-asset inventory: the landmarks, monuments, gathering places, and natural 
features that carry the community’s identity, named in advance so their stabilization can be 
triaged alongside infrastructure (Section IV). 

• A regulatory stabilization playbook, pre-deciding how substantial-damage 
determinations, temporary use permits, and variances will be sequenced during the 
Retention Window (Section IV). 

• Credit-for-resilience incentives: stabilization readiness should qualify as its own 
resilience-credit category, alongside physical mitigation investment, in any state or federal 
resilience-incentive framework (see ISD’s related work on credit-for-resilience models). 

• A community resilience network for information sharing, communication, 
coordination, and collaboration — the blue-skies construction project behind the standing-
networks enabling condition in Section IV. 
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• Compacts with likely receiving cities, framed as mutual assistance agreements — the 
receiving-community architecture behind SSF 10. Because the trajectory of extreme events 
is unpredictable, every city in a region may need to make use of them. 

Small towns, big cities, and the regional answer 

One of the sharpest critiques motivating this paper is the hollowing-out of rural America — and 
it exposes an uncomfortable asymmetry in everything recommended above. A large city can 
name a Stabilization Coordinator from existing staff, pre-fund a relief instrument, and stand up 
a dashboard from its own data shop. Its challenge is usually not capacity but fragmentation: the 
pieces exist, scattered across departments and agencies, and the Coordinator’s real job is 
integration and authority. A town of four thousand has the opposite problem. Its government 
may be a part-time mayor, a clerk, and a public works crew. The upper levels of the maturity 
model below are unreachable alone — and these are precisely the communities where a single 
flood or fire can be existential. 

The answer is not to scale the recommendations down; it is to change the unit of adoption. For 
small towns and rural counties, the natural owner of stabilization readiness is the regional 
institution that already exists for exactly this kind of shared-capacity problem: the council of 
governments (COG), regional planning commission, or EDA-designated economic development 
district. A regional stabilization program would maintain a shared Stabilization Coordinator 
serving member jurisdictions; a pooled portfolio of standby contracts and pre-identified 
temporary housing sites; a regional dashboard holding pre-disaster baselines for every member 
county; and a strike-team model that deploys the coordinator and surge support to the affected 
jurisdiction on day one. Economic development districts are a particularly natural docking 
point, because they already maintain the CEDS documents into which resilience planning is 
being integrated, and they already convene the local governments, utilities, and employers a 
stabilization effort must coordinate. States can accelerate this through emergency management 
compacts or direct funding of regional stabilization capacity — a far cheaper investment than the 
permanent loss of the towns themselves. 

A maturity model for stabilization readiness 

Decision-makers plan more effectively against a maturity model than against an open-ended list 
of best practices. A state, county, or region can locate itself on the scale below and know exactly 
what the next investment should be. ISD is developing a companion self-assessment scorecard 
— a structured diagnostic that walks a county through the questions behind each level. 

Level Description 

Level 1 No stabilization planning. Everything is improvised after the disaster. 

Level 2 Basic response coordination extends informally into the stabilization period, with no 
named owner. 

Level 3 Bridge financing exists (at least informally) for small business and housing needs. 
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Level Description 

Level 4 Integrated stabilization governance: a named coordinator, a systems view across 
tracks, active philanthropic coordination, a regulatory playbook. 

Level 5 Full stabilization readiness: pre-negotiated housing sites and financing instruments, 
standby contracts, a working dashboard, and an annual exercise that tests all of it. 

For rural regions, the maturity model applies at the COG or district level: Levels 4 and 5 are 
realistic regional achievements even where they are impossible town by town. 

VI. The Stabilization Toolkit: Operational Recommendations 
Recommendations that describe a principle (“designate stabilization as a distinct phase”) are 
easy to agree with and easy to shelve. The list below is meant to be adopted directly. 

A Stabilization Coordinator. A named point of authority with decision rights during the 
stabilization phase, filling the governance gap identified in Section IV as the most common real 
bottleneck. Placement matters: because Stabilization spans emergency management, economic 
development, housing, finance, and communications, many county executives or managers will 
want this function to sit in their office — not inside emergency management, whose doctrine, 
tempo, and authorities are built for a different phase. Others may consider elevating emergency 
managers to disaster management positions that encompass resilience, stabilization and long-
term recovery. For small towns and rural counties, the regional model in Section V places this 
role at the COG or district level, deployed as a strike team on activation. 

During blue skies the role works on the community’s stabilization playbook and the annual 
exercises, negotiations, pre-set contracts, and related instruments. On activation it takes on 
surge capacity, provides a weekly dashboard directly to the executive and other integral 
stakeholders, convenes the philanthropic liaison and anchor-employer engagement, and holds 
explicit authority to escalate cross-track conflicts. The full charter and job description are 
companion templates to this paper. 

• A Stabilization Playbook — the pre-negotiated protocols written down and rehearsed 
before they are needed. 

• A Stabilization Dashboard — ten named indicators, tracked weekly against pre-disaster 
baselines from day one: population retained, businesses reopened, school enrollment, 
owner occupancy, rental occupancy, sales tax receipts, utility restoration, hospital 
utilization, commercial occupancy, and volunteer capacity. Sales tax receipts carry a 
standing caution flag: during the Reconstruction Mirage they will read high precisely when 
the underlying economy is weakest, which is why they must be read alongside the asset 
indicators rather than instead of them (Figure 6). Return-intent tracking from the diaspora 
registry (SSF 10) is the natural eleventh input for communities with large displaced 
populations. 

• A Stabilization Finance Toolkit — two distinct pre-designed instruments rather than 
one: a relief fund, providing short-term grants that keep payroll running in the first weeks, 
and a recovery fund, providing longer-horizon, stay-incentive capital tied to a business 
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remaining in the community for a defined period. ISD’s field documentation of the Ventura 
County Thomas Fire recovery fund (2017–2018) provides a working precedent. Both 
should be pre-designed and pre-funded to the extent possible, rather than assembled from 
scratch after the next disaster. 

• Stabilization Metrics — the Retention Window threshold (Section II) tracked from day 
one, not discovered in a retrospective years later. 

• An Annual Stabilization Exercise — tested the way a fire drill is tested, not left as a 
document on a shelf. 

• A designated Philanthropic Liaison — a single point of coordination for incoming 
NGO and philanthropic activity, built into the emergency management structure before the 
disaster, specifically to prevent clumping and gapping. 

 
Figure 6. An illustrative Stabilization Dashboard — tracking the assets that actually determine whether 
a community survives, not just the assets that are easiest to count. Note the amber flag on sales tax 
receipts: the one indicator reading above baseline is the least trustworthy. 

The Stabilization timeline at a glance 

Busy leaders manage against dates, not doctrine. The table below is the phase compressed into 
six checkpoints, keyed to safe civilian re-entry as day zero. 

Checkpoint What must be true 

Day 1 Coordinator activated. Dashboard baseline pulled. Debris and utility standby 
contracts triggered. Crisis counseling needs-assessment clock (10 federal days) 
already running. 
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Checkpoint What must be true 

Day 7 Damage assessment underway street by street. Philanthropic liaison convening 
incoming organizations on the shared intake platform. Displaced-household registry 
and diaspora communication channel live. First public communication of the 
stabilization plan — internal and external audiences both. 

Day 30 Relief fund making first payroll-bridging grants. Temporary housing sites activating 
near original neighborhoods. School reopening timeline published. Anchor employer 
conversations opened at the executive level. 

Day 90 Retention Window opens. Recovery fund (stay-incentive capital) accepting 
applications. Regulatory determinations sequenced so viable businesses are not 
blocked by paperwork. Dashboard trends reviewed against retention thresholds. 

Day 180 Retention Window closes. Population, business, and enrollment retention formally 
assessed; return-intent survey of the remaining diaspora completed. External 
perception campaign in market — customers, tourists, investors, insurers. Recovery 
plan financing identified. 

Day 365 Transition assessment: has the community reached dynamic viability, or does 
stabilization management continue? Honest answer required — the calendar does not 
decide, conditions do. 

 

The Stabilization Scorecard: how leaders know it worked 

A governor or county executive who adopts this framework deserves a plain answer to the 
obvious question: how do we know whether our Stabilization effort succeeded? Dynamic 
viability is the destination; the scorecard below is how a leader knows the community arrived — 
measured against pre-disaster baselines and, where possible, against comparably hit peer 
communities rather than against hope. 

Success criterion What success looks like 

Population retention Population loss stops occurring at crisis rates within the Retention 
Window, and the retained share compares favorably with comparably hit 
communities. 

Business survival Pre-disaster businesses reopened or formally transitioned — not quietly 
failed. Relief and recovery funds fully deployed within their windows. 

Anchor employer retention No anchor employer lost to relocation or closure without a managed 
transition plan. 

School continuity Enrollment retained near baseline; the published reopening timeline met. 

Housing transitions Temporary housing populations declining on schedule toward permanent 
solutions — no temporary site quietly becoming permanent. 

Return of private 
confidence 

Lending, insurance availability, and private investment resuming; 
external perception indicators recovering. 



© 2026 Institute for Sustainable Development. All rights reserved. Page 28 of 32 

Success criterion What success looks like 

Time to dynamic viability The community reaches its exit criteria — and the honest Day-365 
assessment says so — rather than drifting indefinitely in an unmanaged 
in-between. 

ISD’s benchmarking work, including the Recovery Benchmark Index now in development, is 
intended to give these criteria severity-adjusted reference points over time. Until then, the 
discipline is comparative and baseline-driven rather than absolute — which is still a great deal 
better than the current standard, which is no scorecard at all. 

For states 

• Designate Stabilization as a distinct, funded phase with its own point of authority — this 
connects directly to the Chief Resilience Officer recommendation in ISD’s state-led 
recovery paper. 

• Fund regional stabilization capacity — COG- or district-level coordinators and strike teams 
— so small towns and rural counties are not left to improvise alone. 

For federal policy 

• Close or shorten the IA-to-CDBG-DR gap; move toward predictable appropriation timing 
so states and communities can actually plan against it — and recognize in doctrine that 
many communities will never receive a CDBG-DR appropriation at all. 

• Recognize regional planning districts and economic development districts as eligible 
grantees for stabilization readiness, so the communities least able to build this capacity 
alone have a funded path to it. 

• Recognize verified stabilization readiness. A state or region that reaches Level 4 or 5 on the 
maturity model should earn something concrete for it — expedited, pre-agreed handling of 
the routine regulatory flexibilities (temporary use permits, determination sequencing, 
waiver requests) it will predictably need during the Retention Window. Where federal 
capital cannot arrive faster, federal process can at least get out of the way of communities 
that have done the work. 

For communities 

• Pre-identify bridge financing, pre-designate decision authority, pre-write the regulatory 
playbook, and track the Retention Window metric from day one — not assembled after the 
disaster has already begun eroding the population base. 
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VII. Conclusion 
Stabilization is not a subset of emergency management or recovery. It is the phase that 
determines whether recovery is possible at all — and, more precisely, it is the phase during 
which a community’s most valuable assets, its people and its businesses, either stay or 
permanently leave, often well before anyone officially calls the recovery phase “begun.” It is also 
the phase in which the assets no ledger captures — identity, social fabric, heritage — are either 
protected or silently lost. 

The Retention Window proposed in Section II is offered as this paper’s most durable original 
contribution: a named, evidence-grounded deadline against which leaders can plan, in the same 
spirit as the Golden Hour in trauma medicine. It deserves further empirical work, and ISD 
intends to do that work. 

Although this paper is scoped to natural disasters, the underlying logic — that a community can 
lose its productive assets during an unmanaged transitional phase, long before the triggering 
crisis is fully resolved — plausibly extends to other severe disruptions communities face, 
including military base closures, major factory shutdowns, and regional banking crises. ISD is 
not expanding this paper to cover those cases but flags the broader applicability of the 
Stabilization framework for future work. 

The deepest way to read this paper is not as disaster policy at all. Communities are always either 
building or losing assets. Disaster management should therefore not be understood as a 
temporary interruption to development, but as one component of a continuous system for 
protecting and growing community capital. Stabilization is the management discipline that 
preserves those assets during the moment they are most vulnerable. Communities that master it 
do more than recover faster — they retain the people, institutions, and productive capacity that 
determine whether they flourish for decades after the disaster. 

The United States spent the twentieth century professionalizing emergency response. The 
twenty-first century will require professionalizing stabilization and the other facets of disaster 
management. As disasters become more frequent, more expensive, and more disruptive, 
communities will increasingly succeed or fail not because of what happens during the first 
seventy-two hours, but because of what happens during the following six months. Stabilization 
is the discipline of managing that decisive period. 

 
Respectfully Submitted 

Stephen Jordan, President & CEO, Institute for Sustainable Development. 

NOTE: This is version 1.0 of this framework and will be updated on a regular basis.	This paper 
is intended as a conceptual framework rather than a validated empirical model; several 
concepts introduced in this paper are offered as working hypotheses to guide planning and 
future research. 
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Appendix I: Case Studies Illustrating the Importance of Stabilization 
Four cases, chosen to span the severity range: catastrophic and unresolved, acute and rapid, 
systemic and disguised, and ISD’s own embedded fieldwork. Each follows the same structure — 
the event, what stabilization failed or succeeded at, and the lesson for a leader managing the 
next one — with two comparable data points added so the cases can be read against each other: 
the funding timeline and the retention outcome. 

St. Bernard Parish, Louisiana — Hurricane Katrina (2005) 

The event. Hurricane Katrina flooded nearly every structure in St. Bernard Parish; a 25-foot 
storm surge overwhelmed the levees along the Mississippi River–Gulf Outlet. 

The stabilization failure. St. Bernard had the state’s highest share of homeowners — more 
than 76% — whose damage was not fully covered by the Road Home program, insurance, and 
FEMA combined. An estimated 6,500 residents relocated to St. Tammany Parish alone within 
the first year. 

Funding timeline: Road Home grants began flowing more than a year after landfall, and 
systematically underpaid claims in lower-property-value areas. Retention outcome: 
population roughly 45,000 twenty years later against more than 71,000 pre-storm — still less 
than two-thirds recovered. 

The lesson for leaders. A stabilization-phase financing shortfall, concentrated in the lower-
property-value parts of a community, does not just delay recovery — it can produce population 
loss the community never recovers from. Housing recovery financing has to be designed so it 
does not systematically underpay the residents least able to absorb the gap themselves. 

Sanibel Island, Florida — Hurricane Ian (2022) 

The event. Hurricane Ian severed the Sanibel Causeway — the island’s only connection to the 
mainland — in five places, and flooded virtually every structure on the island. 

The stabilization performance. Emergency vehicular access was restored within about 
three weeks; power and water followed on a comparably fast timeline. Yet the small-business 
track lagged far behind the infrastructure track — the Sanibel Cafe stayed closed for more than 
400 days, and businesses were still holding ribbon-cuttings well into the following tourist 
season. 

Funding timeline: infrastructure restoration moved on emergency timelines measured in 
weeks; small-business recovery capital moved on private and SBA timelines measured in 
quarters. Retention outcome: strong household and business retention overall — but with a 
full year of lost operating revenue for the businesses on the slow clock. 

The lesson for leaders. Even a best-case infrastructure recovery does not automatically 
produce a fast small-business or housing recovery. These are separate tracks with separate 
clocks, and a community needs to track and manage them separately rather than assuming a fast 
causeway repair means the community as a whole is stabilizing at the same pace. 
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Puerto Rico — Hurricanes Irma and Maria (2017) 

The event. Irma and Maria caused the near-total collapse of the island’s power, water, 
transportation, and communications infrastructure, on top of a decade-long fiscal and 
population crisis already underway. 

The stabilization failure, disguised as recovery. The island’s local economic activity 
index turned positive within about a year — driven almost entirely by reconstruction spending, 
with construction employment up roughly 25% and construction wages up more than 50%. This 
is the Reconstruction Mirage of Figure 3, drawn from life. 

Funding timeline: historic federal allocations, but with disbursement stretched over many 
years and heavily weighted toward reconstruction rather than stabilization. Retention 
outcome: a net loss of more than 130,000 residents — roughly 4% of the population — within 
the first year, layered on a decade of prior decline. 

The lesson for leaders. Aggregate economic indicators during Stabilization can look like 
recovery while masking permanent population and small-business loss. Leaders need asset-
specific tracking — population, small businesses, schools — not just an economic index, to know 
whether their community is actually stabilizing or just experiencing a temporary reconstruction 
bump. 

Swannanoa, North Carolina — Hurricane Helene (2024–present) 

The event. Hurricane Helene devastated Swannanoa and the surrounding Asheville region 
with catastrophic flooding far outside the area’s historical flood risk expectations. 

ISD’s role. ISD has maintained a nearly two-year embedded field presence in Swannanoa 
(September 2024–present), tracking twelve business owners through the full stabilization phase 
and supporting five mixed-use, New Urbanist redevelopment projects. 

Funding timeline: still unfolding — which is precisely the point; the stabilization phase is 
being managed, or not, in real time. Retention outcome: being decided now, business by 
business, with regulatory determinations (Section IV) playing as large a role as financing. 

The lesson for leaders. This is ISD’s own evidence base for nearly every claim in this paper — 
the systems map in Section IV, the funding gap in Section II, the regulatory trap in Section IV, 
and the small-business relief/recovery distinction in Section VI were all built from what was 
actually required, in real time, to keep twelve specific businesses alive long enough to reach the 
recovery phase. 
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Appendix II: Sources and Further Reading 
• Alesch, D.J., and Holly, J.N., “Small Business Failure, Survival, and Recovery: Lessons 

from the January 1994 Northridge Earthquake” — the foundational documentation of quiet 
post-disaster business failure on which Section II builds. 

• Alesch, D.J., Arendt, L.A., and Holly, J.N., Managing for Long-Term Community Recovery 
in the Aftermath of Disaster (Public Entity Risk Institute, 2009) — the closest existing 
treatment of long-term community viability after disaster. 

• HUD and GAO analyses of CDBG-DR appropriation and disbursement timing (basis for the 
20-month average and 3.8–4.7 year completion range in Section II). 

• U.S. Census Bureau population estimates (St. Bernard Parish, Puerto Rico, Detroit, 
Pittsburgh). 

• Household displacement and return survey literature (basis for the return-curve statistics 
in Section II). 

• ISD companion papers: Empowering States for a Resilient Future (state-led recovery and 
financing) and the Community Flourishing framework paper (risk-adjusted, asset-based 
community development). 

• ISD field documentation: Ventura County Thomas Fire recovery fund (2017–2018) and the 
Swannanoa, N.C. embedded deployment (2024–present). 

About the Institute for Sustainable Development 
ISD is a nonpartisan 501(c)(3) practitioner-led think and do tank working at the intersection of 
disaster recovery, community resilience, and economic development. ISD conducts original 
research, provides direct technical assistance to community leaders and local officials, and 
trains the next generation of resilience practitioners through the Academy for Community 
Resilience and Development (ACRD). ISD is embedded in communities — from Swannanoa, NC 
following Hurricane Helene to the Los Angeles region following the 2025 wildfires — bringing 
field experience to policy and policy discipline to field work. 

Learn more at isdus.org. For technical assistance, partnership, or Academy inquiries, contact 
ISD directly. 


