
A Managed-
Participatory
Approach to
Community
Resiliency
A Case Study of New York State’s
Response to Extreme Weather
Events

Simon McDonnell,
1

Swati Desai,
2

Daniel Berkovits,
1

Pooya Ghorbani,
2

Maria Jessa Cruz,
2

Renata

Silberblatt,
1

Alexander Breinin,
1

and Xavier

Williams
1

1
Governor’s Office of Storm Recovery (New York)

2
Rockefeller Institute of Government, SUNY

June 2016

D I S A S T E R R E C O V E R Y

The Nelson A. Rockefeller
Institute of Government, the
public policy research arm of
the State University of New
York, was established in 1982
to bring the resources of the
64-campus SUNY system to
bear on public policy issues.
The Institute is active nation-
ally in research and special
projects on the role of state
governments in American fed-
eralism and the management
and finances of both state and
local governments in major ar-
eas of domestic public affairs.



A Managed-
Participatory
Approach to
Community
Resiliency
A Case Study of New
York State’s Response
to Extreme Weather
Events

June 2016

Disaster Recovery A Managed-Participatory Approach to Community Resiliency

Rockefeller Institute Page ii www.rockinst.org

Contents
Abstract . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iii

1. Introduction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

2. Literature Review . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

Participatory Planning . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

Participatory Planning in Natural Disasters . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

3. Experiences of State-Level Community Reconstruction . . . . . . . . . 7

3.1. Hurricane Katrina and the Gulf of Mexico Region . . . . . . . . 7

Community Reconstruction in Louisiana in the
Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

Community Reconstruction in Mississippi in the
Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

Academic Criticisms of the Recovery Responses
in Louisiana and Mississippi. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Community Selection Criteria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

Planning Committees and Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

4. Managed Participation: Horizontal and Vertical
Engagement Mechanisms. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

Horizontal Integration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Vertical Integration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

New York State: A Managed-Participatory Approach
to Community Reconstruction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Horizontal Characteristics of the NYRCR Program . . . . . . . 18

Vertical Characteristics of the NYRCR Program . . . . . . . . . 19

5. Stronger Reconstruction Plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

Horizontal Characteristics of Plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

Vertical Characteristics of Plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

What the NYRCR Program Adds to a Strong Plan . . . . . . . . 28

6. Conclusions and Policy Contributions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

7. Limitations and Future Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

Optimizing Community Representation and
Diversity in the Planning Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

Balancing Top-Down and Bottom-Up Planning Practices . . . . 32

Appendix . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

Canarsie . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41



Abstract

P
olicymakers in New York State have chosen to implement a
“Managed-Participatory” approach as part of the state’s re-
covery from Superstorm Sandy, Hurricane Irene, and Tropi-

cal Storm Lee, and its efforts to reduce the state’s vulnerability to
future disasters through climate change adaptation. In response to
these disasters, policymakers initiated the NY Rising Community
Reconstruction (NYRCR) Program, which is assisting 124 disaster-
affected communities to develop and implement comprehensive
reconstruction and resiliency plans through a unique combination
of bottom-up community participation and state-provided facilita-
tion, technical expertise, and significant financial support. The
locality-focused approach, buttressed by rigorous analysis and fa-
cilitation of innovative and best practice solutions, is
unprecedented in its scale and scope, methodology, and
consequential nature of plans.

In this paper we present the case of a “Managed-Participa-
tory” approach to disaster recovery and climate change adapta-
tion. We contextualize the NYRCR Program, comparing it to other
programs involved with delegation of recovery and resiliency re-
sponsibilities to regional entities, local governments, and other
stakeholders (e.g., the Gulf of Mexico region following Hurricane
Katrina). We then discuss the types of horizontal (among commu-
nity stakeholders) and vertical (between political institutions and
local communities) integration mechanisms that were employed,
providing evidence in support of such mechanisms as tools to op-
timize disaster resiliency and climate change adaptation at the
community level. It establishes criteria (e.g., staff and organiza-
tional dedication, expert-led mechanisms, variety of objective and
information types relayed to the public, timeliness of local partici-
pation, diversity of motivation techniques, inclusion of neglected
groups, and participation enforcement at the very local level) to
measure the strength of the community reconstruction plans.
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1. Introduction

O
n October 29, 2012, Superstorm Sandy struck New York
State causing unprecedented damage to many communi-
ties. Still recovering from two previous storms — Hurri-

cane Irene and Tropical Storm Lee in 2011 — the amount of
destruction revealed the state’s vulnerability to the effects of cli-
mate change and extreme weather events. In the wake of these
storms, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo and his administration, as
part of its broader recovery program, established the NY Rising
Community Reconstruction (NYRCR) Program in April 2013. Tak-
ing program-design inspiration from the New York State Regional
Economic Development Councils (REDCs) and an earlier recovery
planning process that followed Irene and Lee, the Long-Term Re-
covery Planning process, the program’s vision is a large-scale par-
ticipatory planning effort that addresses climate adaptation and
resiliency.

New York State is directing more than $700 million of its $4.5
billion Community Development Block Grant – Disaster Recovery
(CDBG-DR) allocation from the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) to the planning and implementation
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of the NYRCR Program. State officials identified participating
communities and selected them based on storm damage assess-
ments using data from the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA). The first group of communities included 102 lo-
calities, which were formed into fifty planning committees, each
producing a Community Reconstruction Plan for a total of fifty
plans. In January 2014, the state expanded the program to include
a second group of twenty-two localities, producing sixteen addi-
tional plans for a total of sixty-six. Planning Committees, consist-
ing of local residents, business owners, and civic leaders —
selected and supported by the NYRCR Program staff and outside
planning firms — met regularly and hosted public events to de-
velop the community’s reconstruction plans. The committees as-
sessed community needs and identified local assets, culminating
in comprehensive local reconstruction and resiliency strategies
and projects. Making the process consequential, each NYRCR
community was allotted between $3 million and $25 million of
federal disaster aid to implement eligible projects identified in the
community’s plan.

This paper studies NYRCR’s “Managed-Participatory” ap-
proach to assisting severely disaster-affected communities and de-
veloping comprehensive reconstruction and resiliency plans. The
state’s approach attempts to blend key principles of both top-
down government intervention and bottom-up community partic-
ipation approaches in disaster recovery. This paper attempts to
disentangle the “managed” and “participatory” elements of
NYRCR by comparing them to similar disaster-related reconstruc-
tion practices. The findings show that the state’s approach is
unique in (1) facilitating the development of plans by harnessing
local knowledge, resources, and capacities; (2) supplementing it
by providing technical assistance, data analysis, and consultation;
and (3) assessing the scale and scope both of the process and the
funds allocated for disaster recovery. Unlike previous postdisaster
experiences where state-funded community planning programs
were largely shepherded by governments, with a significant role
for the federal government, the NYRCR Program directly engaged
local residents and collaborated with them to design a vision for
rebuilding their communities in a tailored and resilient manner. In
total, the Program’s combination of citizen involvement and state
technical expertise has identified more than 1,100 reconstruction
projects in 650 committee meetings and 250 public engagement
events. The state is funding about 300 projects totaling $625
million.

We provide evidence in support of this Managed-Participatory
method as a way of strengthening the vertical and horizontal inte-
gration of communities. Using a detailed analysis of the literature,
we define “vertical integration” as the relationships between com-
munities and different government levels, particularly at the state
and federal levels. The NYRCR approach strengthened these verti-
cal relationships through its public outreach and the partnerships it
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fostered between the planning committees, the NYRCR Program
staff, and associated consulting teams. We define “horizontal inte-
gration” as the strength of social ties among community members
and stakeholders. The NYRCR’s planning committee and public
engagement meetings allowed communities to develop their vi-
sion and goals, identify community issues and needs, and recog-
nize local assets and opportunities for increasing resiliency. The
process also contributed to stronger community networks through
cooperation and intracommunity coordination. As a result, we
suggest that the Managed-Participatory approach narrowed the
gap between policy-level decision-making and ground-level in-
put, while also increasing civic capacities within the communities.

Finally, we evaluate the quality of the Community Recon-
struction plans in terms of the most-frequently used criteria in the
literature (discussed in Section 5), and our findings show that the
plans produced by the state’s Managed-Participatory method are
particularly strong because they are achieved through, and me-
morialize, a process of systematic local participation; and also be-
cause they improve the likelihood of projects being implemented
through a variety of mechanisms. We analyze a case study from
the NYRCR Program in the Appendix, in order to highlight its
strengths. We conclude the paper by discussing the potential im-
plications of a Managed-Participatory approach for future resil-
iency policy decisions, as well as program limitations and areas
for future research.

2. Literature Review

The NYRCR Program incorporates the guiding principles of
community-level resilience planning into storm reconstruction
and mitigation responses. By embarking on extensive and itera-
tive local-level stakeholder engagement, the program draws upon
a rich decades-long tradition that infuses the local stakeholder
voice into a traditionally top-down planning realm — that of di-
saster recovery.1 The literature on community and stakeholder en-
gagement in the planning process and, to a lesser extent storm
recovery and resilience, is vast. In its Managed-Participatory ap-
proach, the NYRCR Program combines the two well-documented
concepts of bottom-up community participation and top-down fa-
cilitation, expertise, and financial incentives, and applies them to
disaster response and resiliency planning.

Participatory Planning

Community-level participatory planning has a history dating
back to the post-World War II era when communities began to
successfully organize to oppose the dominance and insulation of
technical expertise in the planning process.2 Arnstein put forth a
“ladder model of citizen participation,” in which she identified
different levels of public involvement and influence in a project’s
decision-making processes through the amount of involvement
and influence citizens have over it.3 The lowest rung in the ladder
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depicts citizens as being “manipulated” with having no control
over decisions while the highest rung describes citizens as “em-
powered” with decision making roles in the development of the
project. Arnstein, among others, identified the shortcomings of a
purely top-down approach as being unrepresentative of local will,
incapable of achieving critical community buy-in, and out of
touch with the people most affected by the decisions made.4 Many
researchers, like Oakley and Mardsen,5 also have argued that
meaningful participation promotes community empowerment
and self-reliance.

The primary argument against top-down strategies is that by
failing to collect information from intended beneficiaries and inte-
grate the concerns and needs of communities into project develop-
ment, projects and programs engender public dissatisfaction and
opposition.6 And while some top-down models have tried to in-
clude some form of stakeholder participation through task forces
or public consultation forums, they run the risk of creating an “il-
lusory consensus”7 where participation is steered toward prede-
termined goals. Many scholars have argued that real inclusion
requires that citizens have genuine opportunity to influence the
processes and outcomes.8 As a result of these failures of top-down
approaches, the planning practice has shifted towards an empow-
ered participation approach.9

Local participation in areas like disaster recovery and adapta-
tion activities has gained increasing policy importance in recent
decades, especially after the disappointing outcomes of many
top-down community-level interventions.10 Coles and Buckle as-
serts that government resources and emergency services are often
limited when dealing with disasters and that it is practical and
beneficial to rely on the local population’s knowledge, skills, and
resources in disaster recovery.11 Research suggests that engaging
with a diverse and relatively more broad-based populace and
drawing upon local knowledge and capacities can generate more
comprehensive information, leading to more robust and innova-
tive solutions to environmental problems.12

The literature also suggests that meaningful and consistent
community involvement in planning processes positively impacts
plan implementation. Burby’s study of sixty local governments in
Florida and Washington shows a meaningful effect for a broader
array of stakeholders on the likelihood of plan implementation.13

In addition, early involvement and encouragement to stay the
course can increase the likelihood that community members will
closely monitor the plan’s implementation14 and increase account-
ability.15 By keeping local community members informed and in-
volved throughout the process, plans gain legitimacy and
government agencies earn the public’s trust.16

While many scholars have argued in favor of bottom-up
decision-making, its popularity and effectiveness as a policy tool
has ebbed and flowed over the decades.17 Participatory planning
is critiqued for its challenges in achieving and retaining the
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public’s interest to join the process. Irvin and Stansbury18 point
out that community members may prefer to leave the decision
making to public administrators as the participatory process is
time consuming. A study of citizen participation and action by
Brody and colleagues in Florida and Washington showed that citi-
zens had little interest in hazard mitigation planning, mainly be-
cause they perceived disaster response as a managerial task
requiring technical expertise and knowledge.19 Research also sug-
gests that citizens may be discouraged by the impression that
their input has little impact on the decisions and plan outcomes.20

Some even believe that when communities are complacent, there
is a strong case for top-down efficiency.21

Public participation in disaster response and planning has also
received criticism on the topic of representation. Day22 argues that
community members rarely participate fully and, as a result,
plans may not truly reflect community preferences or interests.
Meetings have the tendency to be dominated by participants with
personal or business interests or who have the luxury of time and
resources to participate regularly23 or are, on average, more edu-
cated and wealthier.24 Pearce points out that the poor and other
minorities are often overlooked in postdisaster planning processes
despite being the most vulnerable and most affected population
during and after disasters.25 Day explains that the lack of re-
sources of low-income populations may render them powerless to
bring up issues important to them in the public agenda.26

Participatory Planning in Natural Disasters

Academic research suggests that strong intracommunity and in-
tergovernmental ties enables citizens and organizations to adapt
more effectively to changing environmental conditions, and govern-
ment agencies to better respond to local disaster recovery needs.
Berke, Kartez, and Wenger posit a horizontal and vertical integration
model that explains the interactions between local and national play-
ers, and classifies communities by their degree of coherence.27 Hori-
zontal integration concerns ties amongst local people and between
local people and community-based organizations such as churches,
nonprofit organizations, and local associations. Vertical integration
describes the relationship between the community and political, so-
cial, and economic institutions at different levels of policymaking.
Communities with a low degree of horizontal integration have diffi-
culty organizing for collective action. Those with a low degree of ver-
tical integration may have weak ties with central authorities and thus
face problems in controlling external programs in their communities.
Other research adds that strong horizontal and vertical linkages can
ensure the sustainability of a plan by enabling coordination of re-
sources and information flow across and between local communities
and government agencies.28

Inclusive planning and community-level policymaking strate-
gies can also strengthen horizontal relationships,29 create a venue
for public officials to educate the local population on poorly
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understood problems,30 and build community capacity to acquire
knowledge about local hazards and future disaster risks and how
to prepare, cope with, and recover from them.31 This collective
awareness further contributes to a community’s resiliency by fos-
tering social relationships among community members and pro-
viding them with information on how resources such as available
funding, policies, and technical assistance will be used — usually
a central issue in a postdisaster environment.32

Having strong horizontal relationships also helps in terms of
creating meaningful partnerships with external resources such as
government agencies and nongovernmental organizations, thus
strengthening vertical relationships — especially important in di-
saster response and management. Patterson, Weil, and Patel de-
scribe a strong, well-functioning community as one that creates
trust among its members and has the ability to induce cooperative
behavior and teamwork so as to assess needs and recognize possi-
ble solutions, including how to attain the resources needed to ad-
dress them.33 In reviewing post-Hurricane Katrina disaster
recovery planning in New Orleans, Olshansky and colleagues
identified the lack of trust among residents, particularly among
racial groups, as a serious barrier to developing and implement-
ing disaster recovery plans. The mistrust also worked as an un-
dermining factor in shaping effective relationships with different
levels of government.34

Strengthening vertical integration can also help the disaster-
response process. Smith notes that as long as government agen-
cies create the conditions for participation and positive linkages
between parties, communities will gain effective power and influ-
ence for adapting programs and actions to local needs.35 Through
engagement, communities learn about other actors, different for-
mal institutions, and legal frameworks linked with handling haz-
ards and disasters.36 With a good understanding of the vertical
structure in which local actors can navigate and where the
community lies in it, Kyamusugulwa asserts that “participation can
play a transformative role in empowering intended beneficiaries,”37

allowing local community members to communicate their needs to
external actors more effectively and potentially allowing for better
access to resources and influence in policy modification.38

Smith also points out that state agencies hold a unique posi-
tion in negotiating with other levels of bureaucracy, representing
local communities, and bringing government-driven economies of
scale.39 In the disaster recovery realm, states serve as the key inter-
mediaries between federal agency programs and local needs.
Olshansky et al. highlight the role of strong state-level leadership
as one that finds opportunity in adversity — using disaster efforts
as a chance to improve the community through the development
and implementation of plans.40 An effective leader can create and
nurture community organizations after the disaster, but most im-
portantly has the skill to network with other political agencies and
articulate the community’s needs to those external agencies. In
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short, facilitating and managing participation is potentially
beneficial to communities that are looking for government-driven
economies of scale.

Murphy highlights the interdependency between horizontal
and vertical networks by asserting that “resiliency requires com-
munity involvement in addition to official activities,” and that local
government emergency management agencies can increase com-
munity or even individual resiliency.41 Experiences in postearth-
quake Northridge, California,42 and postdisaster Kobe, Japan, and
Gujarat, India43 indicate that community-based programs
grounded in local knowledge and capacities are more effective in
responding to local recovery needs and that communities with
strong social ties added to the efficiency of rescue and relief activi-
ties postdisaster. The added flexibility and sensitivity to local con-
ditions was a key element to overcoming the barrier of limited
local access to basic resources. In general terms, the literature ac-
knowledges that there is a positive relationship between horizon-
tal and vertical linkages and the creation of resilient and less
vulnerable communities. This concept is something we focus on in
our analysis of the NYRCR Program, specifically in relation with
long-term resiliency planning.

While the planning literature is rich with evaluations of both
top-down government intervention and bottom-up participatory
planning in response to natural disasters, the role of participatory
planning in building resiliency is under-studied. We found little
evidence of empirical or theoretical work on practices where
expert-based planning and community-based knowledge meet to
address long-term local vulnerabilities and ways to overcome
them. A review of the state’s experience of a Managed-Participa-
tory approach to postdisaster long-term community reconstruc-
tion contributes to filling that gap. To give further context to New
York State’s experience, a detailed description of the state’s expe-
rience is preceded by a comparison to other similar state pro-
grams that have addressed postdisaster recovery planning at the
community level. A particular focus is given to the experience in
the Gulf of Mexico region following Hurricane Katrina.

3.Experiences of State-Level Community Reconstruction

3.1. Hurricane Katrina and the Gulf of Mexico Region

Superstorm Sandy and the other storms that hit New York
State were foreshadowed by Hurricane Katrina, which made
landfall on the coasts of the Gulf of Mexico in 2005 and ranks as
the costliest storm in U.S. history.44 Disasters in both places were
flood-related, and historically devastating in their scale. This sec-
tion briefly describes the design and process of community-based
reconstruction in Louisiana and Mississippi before moving on to
the NYRCR Program.
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Community Reconstruction in Louisiana

in the Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina

In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Emergency
Support Function #14 (ESF 14), FEMA’s designated task force for
long-term community recovery, was deployed at the request of
the state of Louisiana. ESF 14 assisted Louisiana in developing
and establishing the Louisiana Recovery Authority (LRA), the
state agency that oversaw all recovery and reconstruction opera-
tions during ESF 14’s period of operation, and which continued in
that role after ESF 14 departed six months later. In January 2006,
in a joint effort, ESF 14 and LRA implemented the “Louisiana
Speaks” initiative, a statewide planning day including nine out-
of-state locations for displaced Louisiana residents to participate
in recovery planning and share their input. This became Louisi-
ana’s initiative for long-term community recovery.45

FEMA designated twenty-seven parishes for community recov-
ery work based on their level of damage and their capacity to under-
take their own long-term recovery.46 Once the parishes were selected,
LRA tasked them with establishing “steering committees” in order to
prepare reconstruction plans, which was a requirement for drawing
from the CDBG-DR funds. The parish steering committees were typi-
cally comprised of local government administrative officials (e.g.,
mayor, director of housing, director of city planning, etc.), staff per-
sonnel of the involved public agencies, representatives from
nongovernmental entities, and individuals with key roles (e.g., mem-
bers of the Chamber of Commerce, developers, public figures, etc.).
Alongside the steering committees, the LRA also assigned each par-
ish with a planning team, comprised primarily of field-expert indi-
viduals (housing, economic development, and infrastructure)
selected from among FEMA federal and departmental staff, and in
some cases also FEMA vendors. The planning teams were designed
to provide the steering committees with technical expertise and assist
them in preparing the reconstruction plans. All the parish recovery
plans were later consolidated into a uniform plan titled Louisiana
Speaks, a regional plan for a more sustainable future, adopted by the
LRA in 2007.47

In order to attract public participation and ownership in the
planning process, the LRA undertook a number of initiatives:

� The Regional Vision Poll, a public outreach project in 2007
to engage 23,000 citizens across the southern shore and ask
their opinion on the current state of planning, as well as
their expectations for the future.

� “Louisiana Speaks,” a state-wide planning day for citizen
participation in recovery planning.

� Local-level outreach events in each parish to ask citizens
about their priorities and local vulnerabilities. This
information was used by the steering committees to define
recovery visions and goals.
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� Private-sector initiatives, such as charrette design
workshops for local citizens to share their input during the
planning and design process.48

Steering committees eventually submitted the parish plans to the
LRA for funding. Each plan included several proposed projects, justi-
fied by local vulnerabilities, capacities, and needs. LRA’s filtering and
ranking process utilized the “project recovery value,” a system devel-
oped and announced by FEMA in 2006. Value was determined by
the project’s degree of contribution to the community, measured as
whether it was need-based, feasible, sustainable, and created
cross-cutting benefits to the community such as economic stimula-
tion, visibility, or improved quality of life. Each project was assigned
one of the three recovery values: low, moderate, or high.49

Community Reconstruction in Mississippi

in the Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina

In response to Hurricane Katrina, the state of Mississippi es-
tablished the Commission for Recovery and Renewal in order to
bring residents together and encourage their participation in
long-term community planning.50 The Commission used the plan-
ning charrette workshop method. Similar to Louisiana, an ESF 14
unit was deployed by FEMA to Mississippi in September 2005.51

The Commission, which grew into the Governor’s Office of Re-
covery and Renewal (GORR), worked alongside ESF 14 and the
Mississippi Development Authority (the state’s lead economic
and community development) to designate community recon-
struction areas and facilitate the formation of local steering com-
mittees. GORR became the state agency in charge of the recovery
and reconstruction operation after ESF 14 left in June 2006.

Coastal exposure in Mississippi was much less widespread
than in Louisiana (notwithstanding the amount of damage), and
only four counties were declared for long-term planning by the
Governor. For that reason, GORR decided that recovery planning
should be carried out at the municipal level, and asked the munic-
ipalities to establish the committees and submit long-term recov-
ery plans. Although the committees were at a more local level
than in Louisiana, their composition was somewhat similar in
both states: members were typically public officials (mayor, heads
of public agencies), public sector staff, nongovernmental represen-
tatives, and key individuals at the local level. Each municipality
also took advantage of a planning team that supported the
committees with technical expertise.

Public participation was on the state’s agenda from the begin-
ning. According to the Commission’s report to the governor in
December 2005,52 over fifty public forums were held to ask citi-
zens about their vision of the future. In addition, public meetings
were held in each of the eleven cities located on the coastline. Out-
put of these outreach strategies was geared towards the public’s
expectations and priorities at the general level. These outreach
events were augmented with the charrette workshops, held by the
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Commission immediately after the hurricane, in which experts
and public representatives gathered and reflected on the design
and content of long-term community reconstruction.53

Academic Criticisms of the Recovery Responses

in Louisiana and Mississippi

Despite the unprecedented nature of Hurricane Katrina and the
scale of its effects in Louisiana and Mississippi, the academic response
to recovery and resiliency operation was not positive. The criticism is
geared heavily towards recovery and immediate response, but
long-term resiliency efforts were also criticized. One of the most fre-
quently mentioned weaknesses is lack of collaboration between fed-
eral, state, and local governments in efforts to mitigate, prepare for,
and respond to the hurricane. Specifically, the structure of community
resiliency programs in Louisiana and Mississippi gave the main role to
the federal government, cutting out states and local governments and
failing to leverage their considerable expertise and capacity.54 The de-
sign of the programs also devalued public input during relief and re-
covery efforts. A study of recover in New Orleans after five years
concluded that recovery should be grounded in the local context with
substantive government and public support.55 It also showed that the
delay in the recovery process was a result of the lack of coordination
among the different levels of government. Kates, Colten, Laska, and
Leatherman describe the planning for reconstruction in New Orleans
as “divided between city, state, and federal governments, each assisted
by outside advisors and contractors, with distinctive but often overlap-
ping responsibilities and intentions.”56 A year after Katrina, there was
still no unified government body overseeing the recovery planning
process.57 The lack of a centralized agency made it difficult to create a
clear rebuilding strategy and vision for recovery.58

A similar line of research criticized the governments (at vari-
ous levels) for not gaining the public’s political trust, which was
in turn the result of their poor performance and program design.59

But Mississippi scores somewhat better in its community-level re-
siliency actions than Louisiana, mainly because it attracted more
public engagement. In a state-level study, Hassett and Handley
argue that Mississippi’s resiliency framework was effective in en-
couraging productive public discussions.60 The success, the au-
thors argue, was due to the state’s lead role (through GORR) in
establishing recovery planning forums, gathering community rep-
resentatives, and mobilizing different resources. This echoes the
need for a strong state champion and leader highlighted by
Olshansky, Johnson, Horne, and Nee.61 A similar study indicates
that the relatively significant role of the state in Mississippi has
led to more local participation, stronger community plans, and
higher levels of political trust and support.62

3.2. NY Rising Community Reconstruction Program

On October 29, 2012, Superstorm Sandy struck the New York
metropolitan area, causing unprecedented damage to homes,
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businesses, and infrastructure throughout the region. Over 300,000
housing units were damaged or destroyed, over two million utility
subscribers lost power, and the state’s infrastructure was severely
impacted. Sixty New Yorkers died as a result of the storm. The
storm occurred a little over a year after Hurricane Irene and Tropi-
cal Storm Lee — both of which had devastated dozens of communi-
ties.63 In response, in January 2013, President Obama signed the
Disaster Relief Appropriations Act into law. It provided more than
$50 billion to nineteen federal agencies to help communities rebuild
after Sandy. Of this federal funding, Congress appropriated $16 bil-
lion to HUD for the CDBG-DR program to address unmet recovery
needs in impacted areas along the East Coast. HUD announced in
February 2013 an initial allocation of more than $1.7 billion to the
state to facilitate the recovery and long-term rebuilding of impacted
communities. That number has grown to over $4.4 billion with sub-
sequent second and third allocations.64 Figure 1 outlines the coun-
ties that received a federal disaster declaration for Superstorm
Sandy, Hurricane Irene, and Tropical Storm Lee.

The NYRCR Program was officially launched in April 2013,
six months after Superstorm Sandy and about two months after
the state’s first allocation from HUD. The goal of the program was
to empower community members to play a role in the rebuilding
and recovery process. Its origins stem from the State’s Regional
Economic Development Councils (REDCs), its Waterfront Revital-
ization of Coastal Areas and Inland Waterways Act, and its initial
long-term recovery planning response to Hurricane Irene and
Tropical Storm Lee in 2011.

To respond to Irene and Lee, New York State turned to a
bottom-up community recovery strategy, inspired by the guide-
lines of REDCs.65 REDCs are regional councils established in 2011
by Governor Cuomo, somewhat inspired by the Empowerment
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Zones (EZ) initiative developed in 1994 under his tenure as secre-
tary of HUD. These Councils create five-year strategic economic
growth plans for their region, and are comprised of local stake-
holders — members of the business community, academia,
nonprofits, and local governments, supported by staff from Em-
pire State Development (the lead agency overseeing the Regional
Councils). New York State Department of State (DOS) strategic
planners also play a role by leading interagency teams that assist
the Regional Councils. Each plan contains a comprehensive vision
for that region’s economic development, regional strategies to
achieve that vision, and priority projects. Each plan is subse-
quently reported on annually.67 Dozens of state agency and au-
thority grant funding opportunities and tax credits are available
to seekers through New York’s Consolidated Funding Applica-
tion (CFA). The CFA is an online “common application” for eco-
nomic and community development funding, established in 2011
to facilitate and streamline the process for applying to state grants
and tax credits.68 REDCs do not directly disburse economic devel-
opment funding, but projects submitted through the CFA are for-
warded to the corresponding Regional Council for its review and
recommendation prior to agency review and potential award.
Since REDCs were established, the state has awarded more than
$2 billion to economic and community development projects.

Another precedent of the state’s participatory planning, spe-
cifically related to environmental adaptation, was the passage of
the Waterfront Revitalization of Coastal Areas and Inland Water-
ways Act. The Act provides the opportunity for local govern-
ments to prepare their own Local Waterfront Revitalization
Programs (LWRPs). Once approved by DOS, the state is obligated
to abide by the LWRPs in its waterfront revitalization actions.
Similar to the REDCs, the structure of the program is based on
collaboration and consensus among local committees, govern-
ments, community-based and nongovernmental organizations,
and citizens, in identifying the community’s vision and preparing
an implementation road map for it. The program also aims to “es-
tablish a long-term partnership among local government, commu-
nity-based organizations, and the State.”69

As a result of these experiences, the Cuomo administration
turned to participation-oriented models to encourage similar com-
munity engagement in developing long-term strategic recovery
and resiliency plans in its response to Hurricane Irene and Tropi-
cal Storm Lee.70 Specifically, DOS decided to augment the imme-
diate response led by FEMA with a strategy modeled on these
engagements. FEMA response teams were adhering to the Na-
tional Disaster Framework,71 and while recognizing the value of
this framework, state policymakers also wanted to ensure that any
recovery plans were also deeply informed by local input.72

Using the structure of the REDCs, DOS led the development
of Long-Term Community Recovery Plans for each impacted
community. These were designed to act as blueprints for disaster
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recovery and longer-term resiliency and their aim was to speed
up the recovery process. Each impacted community developed a
plan in consultation with the state and federal government. They
set out roadmaps for long-term recovery at the local level, laying
out visions and projects to fulfill the goal.73

As this process continued, Superstorm Sandy hit the region.
While the longer-term recovery response for Irene and Lee commu-
nities continued as part of the immediate response to Sandy, the gov-
ernor established three expert commissions to review and make
specific recommendations aimed at improving the state’s emergency
preparedness and response capabilities and its resilience to with-
stand major weather events and other disasters.74 Primary among
these was the NYS 2100 Commission,75 charged with identifying strat-
egies to strengthen the state’s infrastructure and capacity in the con-
text of more frequent and severe natural disasters. Along with the
two other commissions, the NYS 2100 Commission submitted findings
to the governor in January 2013. The Commission recognized the
need for a robust and clear resiliency plan as a critical component of
the CDBG-DR funding.76 As such, when it came time for the state to
write its Action Plan77 (published in April 2013) as required by the
regulations for drawing down the CDBG-DR allocation, the DOS and
the Department of Housing and Community Renewal (HCR) estab-
lished the “Community Reconstruction Zone” (later named NY Ris-
ing Community Reconstruction, NYRCR) planning grants as a key
characteristics of the state’s response.

The NYS Action Plan was developed while the community re-
sponses were evolving. The instructions included which communi-
ties to cover and how the Planning Committees should be structured.
Later in 2013, the New York State Governor’s Office of Storm Recov-
ery (GOSR) was established and tasked with forming the Planning
Committees and implementing the NYRCR plans. It was structured
with a team of liaisons, called Regional Leads, who were experienced
in community planning, economic development, public engagement,
and governmental operations in specific areas of the state, tasked
with working with individual communities, and a project manage-
ment and policy team supporting the team of liaisons. Regional
Leads were also assisted by Community Planners, who are technical
experts that could help communities to create implementable projects
with the allotment of funding they were provided. GOSR’s staff of
planners was supplemented by teams from DOS and the New York
State Department of Transportation. Together, Regional Leads and
Community Planners already had a significant understanding of the
needs of the communities they served and previous experience
working with local officials and community organizations.

Community Selection Criteria

The communities participating in the NYRCR Program were
selected using FEMA’s Individual Assistance (IA) Full Verified
Loss (FVL) total claims from Superstorm Sandy, Hurricane Irene,
and Tropical Storm Lee dataset, which was a monetized measure
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of damage. The state also considered locality populations mea-
sured in the 2010 Census, to include damage-per-head as an addi-
tional indicator. Knowledge of other damage in particularly
hard-hit communities was also considered in community selec-
tion. In New York City, the selection was also guided by the city’s
Sandy Initiative for Rebuilding and Resiliency (SIRR) Report. The
program identified neighborhoods as areas of focus in the report
and evaluated them for the amount of damage. Those with a min-
imum of $2.5 million in total FEMA IA FVL claims were included.
Some localities were grouped together in a single Planning Area
in order not to penalize them for their smaller populations —
given the amount of damage in their neighborhoods. This led to
selection of forty-five Planning Areas in the first round, covering
102 localities — forty-one in Long Island, eighteen in New York
City, and forty-three in Upstate New York.

Program staff later reviewed additional storm damage data and
updated these selection criteria. In January 2014, the program added
another twenty-two localities and sixteen Planning Areas — bringing
the total number of Planning Areas to sixty-six. Some localities in Long
Island and Upstate New York were selected for the second round be-
cause of their high levels of per capita damage despite having FEMA
IA FVL claims below the threshold. One additional Long Island local-
ity and fifteen Upstate New York localities were included in the pro-
gram. In New York City, six other localities were added in the second
round as they met the $2.5 million FEMA IA FVL claims requirement
despite not being identified as focus areas in the SIRR Report.

Planning Committees and Process

Planning Committees were key to the Program’s citizen par-
ticipation strategy, and the members were selected by the newly
in place NYRCR Regional Leads,78 who consulted local elected
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officials, prominent community organizations, small business
owners, and unelected community leaders and advocates. Key cri-
teria for member selection included optimal representation, giving
voice to a variety of local groups — especially those with known
disengagement history — and diversity.80 Committee members
typically included representatives from local organizations, busi-
ness groups, community boards, civic leaders, and interested citi-
zens.81 As representatives of the communities, committee
members were the main sources of local context and knowledge.
However, all meetings held by the Planning Committees were
open to the public, and each Committee hosted four public en-
gagement events, with the goal of soliciting community feedback.
The Program also attempted to trigger citizen participation
through other outreach strategies, including open houses,
workshops, and public information sessions.

Besides assessing community needs and opportunities, the
Planning Committees were able to influence the outcomes of the
reconstruction plans by developing strategies and projects that
address local issues and problems in terms reducing disaster risk
and enhancing the community’s ability to withstand future
storms.82 Examples of such strategies were ensuring the quality of
life and safety of vulnerable populations, improving stormwater
management and drainage systems, and providing coastal flood
protection.83 The Committees also determined which projects ad-
vanced to the final community reconstruction plan based on the
research and data provided by the planning firms.

The NYRCR Program hired planning firms in order to assist
local Planning Committees with their deliverables. As noted in the
Request-for-Proposal (RFP) document published in April 2013,84

Planning Committees were required to submit Community Re-
construction Plans, including an action plan, a public engagement
plan, a community asset inventory, a risk assessment, an eco-
nomic needs assessment, a housing needs assessment, and invest-
ment and action strategies and projects, in order to be able to
apply for CDBG-DR funding available through the NYRCR Pro-
gram. Since the selection of Program communities was not final-
ized at the time of publishing the RFP, the document provided an
urban and a rural scenario and required the applying firms to
present their proposals for both. The NYRCR Program then took
on the task of “pairing” firms with communities based on their ex-
pertise and local experience. Moreover, in order to ensure achiev-
ing economies of scale, Program staff requested firms to provide
evidence as to their capability of working with more than one
community. The combination of Planning Committees and profes-
sional planning firms, along with detailed oversight from NYRCR
staff, enabled the state to begin blending bottom-up community
participation strategies with technical expertise to produce the
communities’ reconstruction plans.

In September 2013, with NYRCR staff, Planning Committees,
and planning firms on-boarded, Round 1 of the NYRCR Program
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began. The eight-month planning process included a series of in-
termediate steps that were designed to ensure that the final deliv-
erable, the Community Reconstruction Plan with implementable
proposed projects, was thorough and reflected the desires of the
communities. Planning Committees first surveyed storm damages
and assessed critical community poststorm issues and developed
community visions. Next, they assessed their needs and opportu-
nities and drafted resiliency strategies. From these needs, oppor-
tunities, and strategies along with community input, the Planning
Committees created a series of implementable projects and policy
recommendations. These projects and recommendations were re-
fined throughout several meetings with the additional input of
technical experts and engineers from the planning firms and com-
munity feedback. Final plans were published,85 and the Gover-
nor’s Office immediately began selecting projects that had a high
degree of community support, were feasible, and were within the
community’s allotment for implementation.

The second round of the NYRCR Program began in June 2014 with
the sixteen Round II Planning Committees. The process mirrored the
methods for Round I, though there were small adjustments made. For
example, because planning firms and GOSR staff had a better under-
standing of what projects would be eligible under federal funding
laws, the Planning Committees did not have to spend much time dur-
ing the project selection process tailoring their ideas. As a result, the
planning process in Round I lasted only seven months.

To reward Planning Committees for their collaborative think-
ing, the NYRCR Program launched the Rising to the Top competi-
tion in both rounds. Additional award funding was offered to be
added to community allotments. The total amount offered in both
rounds was $27.5 million. Categories included best use of green
infrastructure, regional collaboration, and engagement of
vulnerable populations.

4. Managed Participation: Horizontal and
Vertical Engagement Mechanisms

The model of horizontal and vertical integration that we em-
ploy builds on the model developed by Berke, Kartez, and
Wenger.86 They define horizontal integration as mechanisms
through which local people integrate with one another and also
with community-based organizations, self-help groups, and local
associations. Vertical integration is the quality of relationships be-
tween citizens and policymaking entities and institutions. The re-
search indicates that both horizontal and vertical engagement are
necessary for effective community planning because communities
with a low degree of horizontal integration have difficulty organiz-
ing for collective action, and those with a low degree of vertical in-
tegration may have weak ties with central authorities and thus face
problems in taking ownership of external programs in their commu-
nities. Since our focus is disaster recovery and resiliency, we further
define horizontal and vertical integration as follows:
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Horizontal integration:

� Inter-relations among members of local communities in
terms of social ties, collective action, and responsibility;
neighborhood ownership and sense of place; resource
mobilization; and awareness of disaster vulnerabilities and
community assets.

� Relations between local citizens and organizations,
including emergency services, schools, churches,
nongovernmental and nonprofit organizations, associations
(e.g., homeowner associations), boards of business,
Chambers of Commerce, and community groups.

Vertical Integration:

� Connection and access to political, social, and economic
institutions and agencies, which may facilitate the flow of
resources and adjusting policies in response to disasters
and in anticipation of possible future risks.

These institutions are specifically policymaking entities at dif-
ferent levels, including town/city councils; mayor offices; city
agencies (e.g., housing, city planning, and social services); county
executives; and state governments. The critical role of state gov-
ernments in bridging the gap between federal resources and local
needs is extensively discussed in the literature87 and is an
important component of the NYRCR model.

New York State: A Managed-Participatory

Approach to Community Reconstruction

Based on the horizontal-vertical framework defined above, we
argue that the state’s approach to resiliency and community re-
construction includes key elements of both components. It is verti-
cally “managed” because the state takes leadership, arguing for
and then allocating the federal-level resources to address commu-
nity-level needs, therefore capitalizing on and improving connec-
tions between those communities and the policymaking
bureaucracy. It is also horizontally “participatory” because the
state facilitates mobilizing local knowledge and voice, reflecting it
in the planning process and the Community Reconstruction Plans,
and contributing to stronger social ties and more resilient neigh-
borhoods for the future. This is done in the context of a conse-
quential outcome, where successful plans will be funded, with $3
to $25 million allotted to implement projects proposed in each
community. We named NYRCR’s approach to community resil-
iency Managed-Participatory because the final product of its pro-
cess — the reconstruction plans — would not be attained through
either state management or local participation alone. The process
requires them both to work together in order to achieve its goals.
The following section unpacks the specific characteristics of
horizontal and vertical integration in the planning process of the
NYRCR Program.
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Horizontal Characteristics of the NYRCR Program

1. Institutional Mandates: HUD requires all recipients of
CDBG-DR to include a “citizen participation” plan in
their Action Plans. At the very top level, New York
State includes six explicit mandates in its Action Plan
and Community Reconstruction Policy Manual in order
to encourage citizen participation.88

2. Representation and Scope: The diverse composition of
Planning Committees enabled community members to
build and strengthen community networks and be more
aware of and involved in understanding local needs,
thereby becoming more resilient against future disas-
ters. As noted in the Program’s Policy Manual,
“NYRCR Program staff identified potential Planning
Committee Members through consultations with estab-
lished local leaders, community organizations, and mu-
nicipal officials. Committee members were selected
with an eye toward creating Planning Committees rep-
resentative of the community as a whole. Also consid-
ered were issues of geography, diversity, and the
necessity to ensure participation of historically disen-
gaged groups. NYRCR Program staff looked to fill po-
tential gaps in the voices represented on each Planning
Committee and strived to balance these deficiencies by
identifying additional members.”89 “Planning Commit-
tees, composed of community members, engage with
their broader public to encourage participation in the
planning process, solicit feedback and ideas for innova-
tive projects, and build support for implementing
NYRCR Plans.”90 However, despite all these efforts,
program staff members identified instances communi-
ties with less-engaged or hard-to-reach groups.91 While
these groups may be traditionally reluctant to engage in
broader communal action, their absence from the
process can be a potential challenge to comprehensive
horizontal integration, hence resiliency.

3. The Role of Technical Expertise in Encouraging Par-
ticipation: Professional planning firms selected to work
with the Planning Committees were explicitly required
to assist with developing and implementing a commu-
nity engagement strategy. The New York State RFP
document for hiring firms requires the firm “to assist
the committee as it organizes, facilitates, and otherwise
supports multiple public events. The Firm will support
the Planning Committee as it develops an engagement
strategy to determine the level, type, format, and pur-
pose of community engagements throughout the plan-
ning process.”92 The RFP particularly obliged the firms
to engage local participation in defining the plan’s
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vision, and in general assigned them with specific roles
to encourage public participation.

4. Contribution of the Final Output to Participation: The
plan itself is required by the state to be committed to lo-
cal participation and capacity-building. Two of the nine
required plan components to qualify for implementa-
tion are directly related to community engagement:

a. “The plan should include an application of new tech-
nologies, methods of communication, and engage-
ment forums that access, inform, and educate a large
proportion of the population. Special attention
should be dedicated towards vulnerable,
underserved, and displaced populations. Plans
should incorporate community engagement at every
step in order to generate consensus in communities
that vary widely in minority representation, low- or
moderate-income status, disabled or elderly popula-
tions, or other groups especially vulnerable to the ef-
fects of natural disasters. Generating community
support of the planning process should be given as
much attention as the planning process itself and
should be seen as one of the critical requirements
necessary for the successful completion of a plan.”

b. “The plan should include working with other ven-
dors and other communities to share best practice
and identify project overlap and gaps, and the de-
velopment of local public officials in planning pro-
cess best practices and techniques.”93

5. Alignment of Professional Expertise and Local Needs:
The strategic pairing of professional planning firms and
communities based on matching firms’ areas of expertise
with communities’ local needs facilitated the flow of infor-
mation, knowledge, and expertise between firms and
community groups and stimulated local-level cooperation.
The state assigned firms with strengths in certain areas to
communities that were most vulnerable in those areas. By
doing so, the state granted the communities with
high-level expertise in those areas, but at the same time,
helped the firms tap into local knowledge and resources in
a smoother and more efficient way based on the match be-
tween their strengths and local need.

Vertical Characteristics of the NYRCR Program

1. State Leadership: Given the acknowledged effective-
ness of state governments in connecting federal-level
policy and resources with local-level priorities in disas-
ter recovery,94 New York State’s lead role in community
resiliency contributed to stronger vertical ties between
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different levels of government. It is typical for
long-term postdisaster recovery plans to be either led
directly or coordinated at the federal level,95 both in
terms of identifying and facilitating the availability and
use of recovery funding, and providing technical assis-
tance. In New York, the state took the lead in oversee-
ing the entire recovery and resiliency operation since
the very beginning, as described in Section 3. As an im-
mediate response to Superstorm Sandy, the state estab-
lished three separate committees to assess the statewide
damage and come up with recommendations. NYS
Ready, NYS Respond, and NYS 2100 were all tasked with
reviewing major vulnerabilities and developing recom-
mendations to increase the state’s preparedness for fu-
ture similar disasters. Also, the state’s Action Plan
highlights its lead role in directing and supervising the
recovery and resiliency operation through the chain of
administrative delegation from DOS and HCR to
NYRCR to local Planning Committees96 — all within
the context of adhering to HUD’s regulations.

2. Encouraging Stronger Vertical Ties by Program Design:
Besides the role of the state, the design of NYRCR was
also geared towards reinforcing vertical connections by
bridging the gap between local-level input and
higher-level policymaking. As described in Section 3, the
program’s design was inspired by the REDC program,
which invites councils of local experts (businesses, acade-
mia, local governments, and nongovernmental organiza-
tions) to develop long-term strategies for their local
economic growth.97 Following the same path, NYRCR was
also designed to bridge the possible gaps between the re-
sources and expertise that federal-level policy offers from
one side, and long-term risk, vulnerabilities, and resiliency
analysis at the local level from the other side. One inherent
challenge of this approach, however, is that, by its nature,
it may serve to limit bottom-up community participation:
Because these two practices are essentially at odds with
one another, there exists a tension between them, and the
NYRCR program design necessarily had to strike a bal-
ance between the two. The managed aspect of the process
imposed a rigid structure by way of mandated schedules
of meetings, events, and outputs — while not predeter-
mining the outcomes themselves. The resultant final plans
reflect this structure in that each of the completed plans
have a uniform format. However, local communities may
have made adjustments to the process if given the chance.
As an example, different communities may need different
numbers of meetings, or hours spent, on different topics
depending on their risks, damages, and capacities.
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3. Facilitating Upward Flow of Information: The NYRCR
Program served to strengthen the vertical ties between cit-
izens and policymakers by providing an additional and
official channel to institutionalize the flow of knowledge
and information about neighborhood-level vulnerabilities
and resiliency strategies from the local level up. The im-
portance of resiliency and preparedness at the commu-
nity-level has been extensively discussed in the
literature.98 While individual properties, businesses, and
buildings should be fortified against future disaster (e.g.,
postrecovery home elevations), resiliency must also be
pursued in neighborhoods and larger communities be-
cause risk exposure is not limited to private property.
Public goods (e.g., roads, coastal resources); community
assets (e.g., environmental or historical heritage); local ser-
vices (e.g., sport facilities, hospitals); and critical infrastruc-
ture (e.g., water pump stations) are also exposed to
disaster risk and their resistance against future disasters
contributes to more resistant communities. While resil-
iency is typically one of the general goals in disaster recov-
ery, New York State singled it out as a separate and
distinct program and highlighted its significance in bring-
ing government-level economies of scale, creating a new
channel for sharing information vertically, increasing civic
capacities across all levels of government and administra-
tion, and strengthening ties between citizens and
policymakers.

4. Engendering Active Citizen Influence: The NYRCR
Program elevates the role of citizens from merely “in-
forming” resiliency policy to actively steering it towards
their community priorities by requiring local Planning
Committees to engage with local citizens and organiza-
tions throughout the process — from identification of
risks and vulnerabilities to suggesting alternatives and
solutions, and commenting on final projects and plans.99

This is highlighted in the participatory planning litera-
ture as the difference between illusory and effective par-
ticipation: In the former, participation is steered towards
achieving goals that may be predetermined by public
policy or dominant local interest groups,100 whereas in
the latter, citizens and their representatives have genuine
opportunities to influence both the policymaking pro-
cesses and outcomes.101 This structure enables the gen-
eral public to reflect its desires up onto the higher rungs
of the policymaking ladder and influence the decisions
that come from those higher rungs.

Chart 1 summarizes the activities pertinent to horizontal and
vertical integration in New York State, alongside those undertook
by Louisiana and Mississippi. 102103104
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5. Stronger Reconstruction Plans

The final products of the NYRCR Planning Process were Com-
munity Reconstruction Plans. Strong plans are defined in various
ways in the literature,105 but the common themes most frequently
highlighted by scholars include motivating broader citizen partici-
pation, improving local capacities, and ability to be implemented.
In this section we first break these themes down to their compo-
nents and put them in the context of horizontal and vertical inte-
gration—the former capturing local community engagement and
the latter the upward flow of local information and needs, hence
implementation likelihood. Next, we discuss aspects of the
NYRCR Program that contribute to the definition of a strong resil-
iency plan, as evidenced by the two plans that we analyze in
further detail as case studies.

To reframe the definition of a strong plan, we argue that
strong plans are products of strong horizontal and vertical inte-
gration mechanisms working together, or in other words, are
products of the Managed-Participatory approach. In our initial
evaluation of the resiliency plans in New York State, we follow
the lead of several authors.106 Specifically, our indicators for a
strong plan, divided into horizontal and vertical indicators, are a
combination of those that they have used, reclassified as below.

Horizontal Characteristics of Plans

Strong plans are associated with strong public participation,
not only nominally, but also in terms of participation mechanisms
and quality. Godschalk’s model107 specifies six main elements that
motivate horizontal integration and community networks:

1. Staff Time and Organizational Dedication: Broad and
active public participation is directly associated with
the amount of time the staff spends on promoting citi-
zen involvement.108 To achieve that goal, the NYRCR
Program has specified an independent program for
community resiliency with $700 million in budgets, in
order to differentiate between long-term reconstruction
and short-term recovery response. Specifically, twenty-
three full-time GOSR employees work with the NYRCR
Program, including planners, policy analysts, and
regional leads.

2. Expertise: Public participation is specifically stronger in
places where it is also assisted by professionals.109 The
NYRCR Program required the planning firms and state
staff to assist the committees in local outreach and com-
munity involvement, and to reflect the general public
opinion in defining the plans’ vision.110

3. Variety of Objectives: Different stakeholders can have
diverging, or sometimes opposing, interests in a local
neighborhood. In order to attract maximum participa-
tion on their part, the planning process must
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incorporate the most diverse array of objectives, and ex-
press them to the community the most in-depth way.
As a beginning step, the NYRCR Program ensured that
the vision and objectives of every plan were identified
and framed with active participation of all committee
members (divided into short- and long-term goals).111

An average NYRCR Plan includes between ten and
twenty goals that crosscut between different sectors and
support functions (public health, economic develop-
ment, etc.).112

4. Variety of Information: The same logic applies to the
types of information that are provided to community
groups and citizens. In general, information empowers
citizens and their representatives in actively influencing
the planning process.113 What motivates local participa-
tion even more is the information generated by partici-
pants themselves, because it instigates awareness about
neighborhood conditions and vulnerabilities.114 To
achieve this goal, the NYRCR Program required the
plans to memorialize all meetings and their input and
outcomes (reflective of the locally provided informa-
tion) in the plan. Planning Committees generated infor-
mation about the impact of the declared disaster(s) on
their community, and supplemented analytical work
carried out by planners to compile lists of community
assets. Furthermore, all of this was supplemented by
public input gathered at public engagement events.
Planning Committees also made sure that meeting
notes from public engagement events were available to
those who wished to participate.115 Besides this citizen-
generated information, Planning Committees were also
updated with administrative information by the
NYRCR Program staff during each meeting.

5. Stage of Involvement: The earlier local participation is
included in the planning process, the more participa-
tion it attracts. Brody shows that not having engage-
ment mechanisms laid out during the preplanning
phase visibly undermines the amount of participation
by local groups.116 The key component in the NYRCR
Program’s preplanning process is to invite all individu-
als and community groups at the very beginning to
public engagement meetings through a variety of mech-
anisms.117 Local community involvement is a require-
ment in identifying the critical issues, valuable assets,
risks, and neighborhood vision and objectives, all of
which occurred early in the planning process.

6. Motivation Techniques: Research shows that holding
formal public hearing meetings is the most popular
technique among public officials and planners to attract
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local attention, but jurisdictions that merely relied on
these meetings as their central effort obtained less par-
ticipation in the end.118 Using various techniques and
mechanisms significantly improves the rate of citizen
involvement in planning. The NYRCR Program utilized
multiple local resources and channels to reach the pub-
lic, including printing flyers and posters, phone and on-
line outreach, online meeting, local radio, TV channels,
and newspapers. Public engagement events were mani-
fested in various forms (e.g., charrettes and work-
shops), and in general, the NYRCR Program tried to
avoid the traditional “public forum” format.

Vertical Characteristics of Plans

Strong plans are those that find their way to the government’s
implementation agenda rather than being shelved and archived.
The characteristics that motivate vertical integration, enhance the
chances of implementation, and contribute to stronger plans are
discussed below.

1. Maximum Inclusion: In order to go up the policy
ladder, a community reconstruction plan needs to be re-
flective of the public opinion, but also tailored to the
available resources, channels, and executive limitations.
As Burby points out,119 the more “neglected groups” we
see in the planning process, the less the chances of imple-
mentation. Bringing the often-neglected stakeholders to
the table is particularly important because it increases the
political effectiveness of the plan without being specifi-
cally political. In disaster resiliency, the neglected groups
tend to pay the highest prices in the event of future di-
sasters if community resiliency measures are not in place,
as they are usually the least-informed and resourceful of
groups. The NYRCR Program’s inclusion mechanisms
cover both the committee-selection phase and public
engagement events and aim for maximum inclusion.
The “organic” method of selecting the members allows
for ethnic, racial, or religious minority groups, the
lower-income, the elderly, and the disabled to be repre-
sented by the committees.120 However, despite this, it is
hard to quantify if other groups that have traditionally
been disengaged or harder to reach remained outside of
the process.121 The NYRCR Program did make a com-
prehensive effort to inform all these groups and invite
them for public engagement meetings through a variety
of outreach methods — described in the last section.

2. Local Translation of State-Level Mandates Through
Participatory Planning: As a part of meeting the federal
government requirement for all CDBG-DR recipients to
provide a clear description of their public engagement

Disaster Recovery A Managed-Participatory Approach to Community Resiliency

Rockefeller Institute Page 26 www.rockinst.org



strategies, NYRCR strongly encourages local planning
committees to involve community members in the pro-
cess of planning.122 As described earlier, this is meant to
facilitate the transition of local priorities towards
policymaking entities. But research shows that official
mandates at the federal and state level cannot be suffi-
cient in reaching a strong plan without local-level en-
forcement.123 Even if a requirement is highly prescriptive
and detailed about its public engagement guidelines,
the lack of local capacities and mechanisms may still
compromise the implementation phase. To augment the
already-in-place state-level requirement with local ac-
tion, the NYRCR Program assigned a group of regional
leads to each reconstruction region (New York City,
Upstate New York, and Long Island) to supervise the
entire process from local committee formation through
submission of plans and postplanning. In addition, it
requires the committees to document and report on
their public engagement events and how their out-
comes are reflected in the process and in the final plan.

3. Tailoring Projects to Available Funding Sources:
GOSR worked to ensure that strategies and projects
proposed in the plans were not only effective from a
perspective of resiliency, but also feasible and likely to
be implemented. To promote these goals, GOSR staff
reviewed proposed projects to determine whether they
would be eligible for funding through the CDBG-DR
program, which is the source of funds that supports the
NYRCR. GOSR also submitted proposed projects to the
State Agency Review Teams, or SARTs. The SARTs are
regional groups of state agency representatives assem-
bled originally to provide feedback on REDC proposals.
The SARTs reviewed proposals, offered suggestions
based on their subject-matter expertise, and also pro-
vided information about what permits or regulatory ap-
provals might be required to implement a project.

To summarize, strong community resiliency plans are those
that engage horizontally, and are vertically implementable. Hori-
zontal engagement is motivated by staff and institutional dedica-
tion, expert-led mechanisms, variety of objective and information
types relayed to the public, timeliness of local participation, and
diversity of motivation techniques. Vertical likelihood of imple-
mentation is enhanced by inclusion of institutional actors and
translation of state priorities through community participation. In
addition to these components, the Program’s approach adds new
features that can further enrich the definition of a strong plan.
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What the NYRCR Program Adds to a Strong Plan

New York State’s Managed-Participatory approach has pro-
duced reconstruction plans that go beyond the conventional defi-
nition of strong as discussed in the literature. Below, we
summarize the most significant dimensions that it can add to our
understanding of a strong resiliency plan.

The Process Alongside the Output: While it is not unusual for
community plans to be developed in collaboration with local com-
munities, what they ultimately set out is a list of final recom-
mended projects, often without a funding source identified. Few
plans manage to document the participation process and the path
through which the planning team reached those final points. The
NYRCR process, however, emphasizes the importance of the pro-
cess by mandating the Planning Committees to dedicate a sepa-
rate section of the plan to documentation of committee meetings,
public engagement events, meeting outputs, and the material pro-
duced in participation with the public. The public engagement
section of NYRCR plans lays out the planning timeline from the
disaster landfall to establishment of the local committee, the meet-
ings, the planning workshops, and the identification of projects. In
a way, the plans not only suggest projects to improve resiliency
and preparedness in communities, but memorialize a large-scale
process of public engagement as well; potentially acting as a
roadmap for other communities as they respond to future
catastrophic events.

Realistic Recommendations: Depending on the balance be-
tween expert knowledge and public opinion, community plans
may risk proposing too narrowed-down projects (what planners
may recommend) or too ambitious ones (what local citizens may
produce), both of which reduce the chances of the projects to be
implemented.124 The more realistic the projects, the more adapt-
able they will be to the existing funding and implementation
channels. Typically, state governments filter through the pro-
posed community projects using ranking mechanisms (as de-
scribed in the case of Louisiana and Mississippi, who employed
FEMA’s recovery value system) in order to fund the most benefi-
cial and realistic ones. The NYRCR process uses a built-in ranking
mechanism, required in all plans, that shows each project’s contri-
bution to reducing hazard risks in the community, and thus facili-
tates the funding process. Specifically, community plans are
required to use the DOS risk assessment tool to assign risk scores
to major community assets, considering the three factors of haz-
ard, exposure, and vulnerability. The final risk score is the aggre-
gate of all three, and the projects that address the high-risk assets
will have higher risk-reduction scores, designed to contribute to
community resiliency.125 Since using the tool and assigning risk
scores may go beyond a local community’s capacity, this is one of
the areas in which regional leads and planning experts provide
the committees with technical assistance. The risk-assessment
component adds more detail to the proposed projects, and makes
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them more realistic and easier to arrange for funding by the state.
Further, as noted above, GOSR and its state agency partners in the
SARTs reviewed projects for feasibility and eligibility for funding.

Motivating Further Local Organization: The strongest plans
are expected to engage the public to the fullest capacity and be de-
veloped in collaboration with local communities. While the level
of success in engaging the public differs from plan to plan based
on their characteristics and strategies, there is very little mention
in the literature of local citizen organization after the planning
phase ends. In other words, strong plans should also institutional-
ize active participation within the communities for which they
were developed. There is extensive academic research on the posi-
tive impact of community self-organization on postdisaster re-
sponse (e.g., Smith126), so plans that contribute to that goal also
create stronger communities.

Community Empowerment: Along the same lines, strong
plans also add to the existing capacities of local communities. In
the most conventional way, they are expected to create safer
neighborhoods with resilient infrastructure and built environ-
ment. What usually receives less attention are the nonplace-based
aspects of community resiliency, i.e., the community itself. Re-
garding place-based resiliency, NYRCR plans attempt to contrib-
ute to safer neighborhoods through various types of resiliency
projects such as coastal protection, utility upgrading, environmen-
tal maintenance, public service improvement, and disaster-
specific facilities. But on top of these, the plans also instigate social
resiliency. By providing a success story of local participation be-
ing translated into a community plan, they strengthen social cohe-
sion and trust, and motivate citizens for future mobilization. The
process of project identification also familiarizes the public with
the existing policy and funding channels for disaster resiliency.
NYRCR plans also entail projects that intentionally target commu-
nity awareness and education about natural hazards and how the
risk can be avoided through changes in individual and communal
behavior.127

In order to better demonstrate the above characteristics of re-
construction plans in the state, we discuss a case-study plan in
further detail in the Appendix.

6. Conclusions and Policy Contribution

Our goal in this paper was to introduce New York State’s
NYRCR Program and make the case for its unique Managed-
Participatory approach to disaster resiliency. Benefitting from the
state’s legacy of participatory action — manifested in EZ and,
more directly, REDC programs, as well as the nascent recovery ef-
forts after Irene and Lee — NYRCR was strongly invested in com-
munity participation from inception with the goal of optimizing
statewide resiliency efforts. Specifically, NYRCR combined the
horizontal mechanisms of public participation with a vertical
state-level management according to our definition.
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To analyze the characteristics of NYRCR in meeting the goals
of horizontal and vertical integration, we first turned to the indi-
cators that were most frequently used in the literature, including:

� Staff and organizational dedication,

� Expert-led mechanisms,

� Variety of objectives and of information types relayed to
the public,

� Timeliness of local participation,

� Diversity of motivation techniques,

� Inclusion of neglected groups, and

� Participation enforcement at the local level.

Our analysis showed that while New York State meets all
these criteria for producing strong community plans, it also adds
new features that can further enrich the definition of a strong
plan. Those added features are:

� Documenting the planning process as well as the final
output,

� Recommending realistic and implementable projects,

� Motivating self-directed community organization, and

� Leaving communities with additional resiliency capacities.

Academic and empirical evidence tells us that disaster recov-
ery generally receives far more attention by the federal and state
governments than resiliency, or reducing community-level vul-
nerabilities to natural hazards.128 Hazards may be discussed in
policy circles and local communities, but usually they do not be-
come serious concerns until after the disaster occurs. Introducing
the Managed-Participatory approach and the findings of this pa-
per are steps towards highlighting the significance of community
resiliency both as a policy consideration and as a culture. Resilient
communities, physically and socially, are products of focused pol-
icy processes, and policymakers need to be constantly reminded
to take resiliency into consideration as a cross-sectional policy
guideline.

Besides emphasizing the importance of aiming policy deci-
sions towards resiliency, the state’s experience also presents a
new model for leading disaster resiliency operations. As dis-
cussed in Section 4, disaster recovery and resiliency typically initi-
ates at the federal level and is then relegated to states or cities. The
Managed-Participatory approach, however, provides successful
evidence for state-level leadership and budgeting. While the state
closely collaborated with FEMA on several grounds (individual
and public assistance and damage estimation), it took leadership
of its community reconstruction program, and facilitated produc-
tion of strong resiliency plans and active public engagement. State
leadership also improved both horizontal and vertical connections
across the state through mechanisms discussed in Section 5. This
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model provides insight for future policy decisions in the area of
resiliency leadership and its optimal scale.

Stronger resiliency plans are more cost-effective, because they
end up proposing a greater number of implementable projects,
which in turn leads to more efficient use of public funds and staff
time. Through employing the Managed-Participatory approach
and the mechanisms previously discussed, the state adds to the
strength of its plans by emphasizing the process as much as the fi-
nal product, and working with the communities to propose the
most realistic projects. The model, therefore, can be the founda-
tion for replicable long-term resiliency policy and inform govern-
ments at the federal, state, and local levels.

7. Limitations and Future Research

While our analysis demonstrates that the NYRCR Program
successfully integrated both horizontal and vertical characteristics
of community planning and engagement through a Managed-
Participatory planning process to create stronger plans and in-
crease community resiliency, the benefit of hindsight provides us
with some lessons about how the process might be improved and
areas for additional research.

Optimizing Community Representation and

Diversity in the Planning Process

As discussed in previous sections, the NYRCR Program
sought optimal representation of community members through-
out the planning process by engaging established local leaders,
community organizations, and municipal officials in Planning
Committee member selection and by rigorous and various out-
reach efforts and public engagement meetings designed to be as
inclusive as possible. Despite these best efforts, we know
anecdotally that there were groups in NYRCR communities that
were resistant to engaging fully. Indeed, one of the academic cri-
tiques of participatory planning is that participation is dominated
by the so-called “joiners,” those who are already civically en-
gaged, or individuals with the time and resources that enable reg-
ular participation. The organic method of selecting Planning
Committee members used by the NYRCR regional leads, while
designed to optimize inclusion, could err toward identifying indi-
viduals who are already engaged or otherwise well connected in
the community, since it primarily taps into existing community
networks and institutions. Engaging more self-contained and in-
sular groups was a challenge encountered in the NYRCR pro-
gram, and it will almost certainly continue to be a challenge in
future participatory planning endeavors. Additional study of the
outreach and engagement strategies used in the NYRCR program
and other participatory planning processes, with a focus on
particularly difficult-to-engage groups, and their impacts on the
strength of resulting plans will help to inform and improve future
participatory planning efforts.

Disaster Recovery A Managed-Participatory Approach to Community Resiliency

Rockefeller Institute Page 31 www.rockinst.org



Balancing Top-Down and Bottom-Up Planning Practices

This paper establishes that the NYRCR Program is unique,
particularly in the realm of disaster resiliency planning, in its inte-
gration of top-down (managed) and bottom-up (participatory)
planning practices. Because these two practices are essentially at
odds with one another, there exists a tension between them, and
the NYRCR program design necessarily had to strike a balance be-
tween the two. The managed aspect of the NYRCR planning pro-
cess imposed a rigid structure by way of mandated schedules of
meetings, events, and outputs — while not predetermining the
outcomes. The resultant final plans reflect this structure in that
each of the sixty-six NYRCR completed plans have a uniform for-
mat. A major benefit of this managed structure was the expedi-
ency with which the planning processes were carried out —
expediency of response being of particular value in the disaster re-
covery and resiliency realm; plans from communities in phase one
of the NYRCR program took eight months to complete and plans
from phase two communities were completed in seven months. It
could be argued that the downside of this structured approach is
that it may have resulted in plans with a narrower realm of out-
comes. A less structured process may have allowed for greater di-
versity in approaches and, in turn, potentially more creative
solutions to community-specific problems. However, it may have
increased the chances for failure for the committees and/or pro-
posals that fell outside the universe of eligible activities for this
funding stream. Studying the success of the NYRCR plans, with
both performance metrics described in this paper and more quali-
tative research about community buy-in and satisfaction (i.e., sur-
veying community members involved in the planning process,
and those who were not), and comparing results with metrics and
information on other more and less bottom-up planning processes
could yield great insight into striking the appropriate balance
between top-down and bottom-up elements of planning.
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Appendix
129

To provide examples of strong resiliency plans, we analyzed a
case-study from New York City to highlight the diversity of its com-
mittee member composition, frequency of public engagement events,
level of local participation, the added value of the planning firms in
attracting public attention, variety of public outreach techniques, and
the additional resiliency capacities created in the neighborhood.

Canarsie

Located in Southeast Brooklyn, Canarsie is exposed to three
bodies of water—Jamaica Bay, Paerdegat Basin, and Fresh Creek.
The neighborhood is home to approximately 90,000 residents,
most of whom are of Caribbean origin.

Superstorm Sandy left the neighborhood with widespread
damage. The high storm surge led to the flooding of homes and
streets. Floods were exacerbated by sewer backup. Power outages
were also rampant, temporarily closing down businesses and pre-
venting residents from accessing supplies and support services.

The NYRCR Program started the planning process in Canarsie in
July 2014 as a part of Round II Planning Area designation. The Pro-
gram allocated a total of $11.9 million to Canarsie to fund eligible
projects proposed in the community’s reconstruction plan. Canarsie’s
NYRCR Planning Committee was in charge of directing the planning
process, with seven members and two co-chairs, all of whom volun-
tarily represent various constituencies: two religious leaders repre-
senting the Jewish community, representatives of community
associations and business owner associations, and active residents
concerned about the well-being of the neighborhood. Overall, the
committee held ten Planning Committee Meetings during the course
of the planning process, all of which were open to the public.

Besides its regular meetings, the Committee also held four
public engagement events in July, September, November, and De-
cember 2014. With the assistance of three planning consulting
firms that the Program hired, the committee managed to engage
fellow community members through an open house style event
that included dynamic discussions and interactive displays. The
first public engagement event presented the Planning Commit-
tee’s preliminary community vision, assessment of community as-
sets, critical issues, and needs and opportunities. These were
displayed on big drawing boards, on which local citizens could
directly draw and write to provide their feedback. The second
public engagement event allowed for the community members to
vote on resiliency strategies that the Planning Committee had
drawn up. Similarly, the third public engagement event asked the
public to rank and vote for up to three Proposed and Featured
Projects. The events provided valuable feedback that helped
shape the final NYRCR plan. The last public engagement event
was to present the full NYRCR plan to the community and ask for
feedback. Minutes and descriptions of all four meetings are
documented in the final plan.

Disaster Recovery A Managed-Participatory Approach to Community Resiliency

Rockefeller Institute Page 33 www.rockinst.org



To promote the public engagement events, flyers were distrib-
uted at local schools, religious centers, commercial corridors, and
public transport hubs such as the L Train’s subway station. The
Planning Committee also partnered with community-based organi-
zations (CBOs) to circulate flyers and display posters at storefronts.
Promotional materials were written in English and Haitian Creole.
Email blasts about the public engagement events were also sent out
to community centers, local not-for-profits, schools, religious intu-
itions, elected officials, local businesses, and residents in both lan-
guages. Online and print advertisement campaigns were launched
through two local media outlets, The Canarsie Courier and Caribbean
Life. Social media outreach was also done through the NYRCR’s
website, Facebook, and Twitter accounts.

After over seven months of planning, committee meetings and
public engagement events, the Canarsie Planning Committee
identified its short-term goals as:

1. Improve safety;

2. Increase resources for youth;

3. Improve transit and access to natural assets;

4. Integrate green infrastructure improvements to guard
against flooding; and

5. Install resilient infrastructure for homes and public spaces.

Long-term goals included

1. Revitalize commercial corridors;

2. Reduce sewer backup into homes;

3. Establish community space for residents; and

4. Create a completely self-reliant neighborhood.

The variety of public outreach techniques helped the commit-
tee maximize public engagement, which led to a diverse and
all-encompassing set of short- and long-term goals aligned with
the interests of all participating groups. In addition, the plan in-
cludes three proposed projects specifically aimed at creating com-
munity awareness and strengthening community cohesion. In line
with its short-term goal of increasing resources for youth, the plan
proposed two projects that aim to educate Canarsie’s youth about
the environment and resiliency—the Canarsie Youth Environmen-
tal Education Program and Canarsie Corps Program. Another
proposed project that aims to develop community cohesion, espe-
cially in times of disaster, is the Recovery Community Center. The
center will be the hub to coordinate local relief services and sup-
plies following disasters, which is a channel to direct further local
participation after NYRCR leaves Canarsie.

The final plan is available here:
https://stormrecovery.ny.gov/sites/default/files/crp/community/doc

uments/canarsie_nyrcr_3-2_final.pdf.
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