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OVERVIEW

In August 2020, a devastating derecho impacted the majority of Linn County residents. The
derecho storm presented a number of unique challenges to Linn County and its communities. The
community experienced widespread loss of electricity, cell service, and internet, which created
barriers to communication and coordination. Residents’ needs evolved quickly. Challenges
included access to food, transportation, and housing; medical challenges such as access to
oxygen; and language barriers. The scope of impact and the ongoing pandemic created increased
demand on governments, community agencies and grassroots organizations, and there were
inconsistent expectations across sectors and among residents.
The Linn County Community Resilience Project was conceived by key leaders in an effort to
capture critical learning from this event and grow the capabilities of Linn County communities and
organizations to collaborate effectively during the disaster recovery phase.
In order to continue to build on this community’s expertise and success in times of disaster and
integrate new learning, it is essential to incorporate anticipatory planning and exercises into an
annual process. This should be a “whole community” approach including multiple sectors and
jurisdictions and allow for meaningful citizen participation.
FEMA defines a whole community approach as one where “residents, emergency practitioners,
organization and community leaders, and government officials can collectively understand and
assess the needs of their respective communities and determine the best ways to organize and
strengthen their assets, capacities, and interests.”
Multi-stakeholder collaboration - while universally desired - is challenging to accomplish.
Competing accountabilities and organizations that focus on specific populations or activities make it
difficult to create a coordinated and integrated approach to recovery efforts. In Building Cities’
Collaborative Muscle, the authors describe this as the ability to “think together and act together.”
Building this “muscle” requires repeated practice, constant care and an iterative evaluation of
progress and goals (De Jong et. al., pg. 52). This creates the opportunity for learning and
collaborative problem solving.
Problem Statement
Disasters are increasingly complex events that require both technical expertise and collaborative agility.
The 2020 Derecho was a complex, multi-jurisdictional event, exacerbated by the COVID 19 pandemic,
that highlighted the need for new capabilities and more robust communication and information sharing.
Strong networked partnerships extending beyond response into recovery were also identified as a need.
Events tested and stretched capabilities not previously required at this scope and intensity.
Why focus on the recovery phase?
Historically, plans and drills have focused on the response phase. As a result, there has been no
collaborative roadmap developed for multiple sectors and jurisdictions that directs the transition
and key activities of the longer-term activities of recovery. Participants in the project often
expressed confusion about the difference between the response and recovery phase. FEMA has
developed a graphic representation of the different phases of response and recovery proven to
provide helpful clarification.

PROJECT
METHODOLGY

More than thirty stakeholder interviews were conducted between December 2020 and February
2021. A team of subject matter experts were interviewed and recruited to assist with the project
design and implementation between November 2020 and January 2021.
In early 2021, Linn County stakeholders were offered the opportunity to participate in a feasibility
study to test the use of the COPEWELL Community Resilience Framework. The Composite of
Post-Event Well-Being (COPEWELL) is an evidence-based model and collection of tools that
fosters a community-wide understanding of the complex nature of community resilience as it
pertains to disasters. It uses data-driven tools to assess community functioning and predict
resilience and provides resources that communities can utilize to address identified gaps to
improve community functioning before, during, and after disasters.
There are 4 main tools:
•
•
•
•

COPEWELL Framework: A whole-of-community framework that helps communities
understand resilience and the factors that influence it.
Computational Model & Data: A county-level model of community functioning and
resilience, which uses publicly available data and produces “heat maps” to aid visualization
of findings.
Self-Assessment Tools: A set of tools (“COPEWELL Rubrics”) that communities can use
to assess their own functioning and resilience.
Resources for Change: A set of curated intervention strategies tied to the framework to
help communities strengthen their functioning and resilience.
Source: https://www.copewellmodel.org

Stakeholders were gathered in late Spring 2021 for three meetings to review the COPEWELL
Community Resilience Framework and evaluate community capabilities.
During the assessment, the stakeholders identified two key areas of focus: vulnerable populations
and recovery planning. The objectives of the project were revised and three workgroups were
formed including 1) a Network Mapping team focused on creating tools to “map” critical actors
needed during recovery; 2) a Recovery Planning workgroup and 3) a Communications workgroup.
These workgroups met during the summer of 2021 and created a set of recommendations. A
workgroup with a focus on vulnerable populations was also convened and led by Linn Area
Partners Active in Disaster (LAP-AID).
The initial proposal included a plan to conduct broad community engagement. Upon further
exploration it became clear that numerous stakeholders were engaging residents with surveys,
focus groups and other activities. Stakeholders recommended that any additional engagement be
conducted in a collaborative manner, in response to the recommendations, and at a later date.
The final meeting of the stakeholder group in September 2021, included a review of excerpts of
FEMA’s Pre-Disaster Recovery Planning Guide for Local Governments, the Community Planning
and Capacity Building Recovery Support Function document and the After Action Reviews
provided by LAP-AID, the City of Cedar Rapids and Linn County Emergency Management. The
team also reviewed the work group recommendations. The team identified priority
recommendations and made commitments to support them.
Linn County and the City of Cedar Rapids came together to sponsor this collaborative project.
Several departments from each jurisdiction participated in the project including Linn County’s
Supervisors, Sustainability Program Manager and Community Services team. The City of Cedar
Rapids representation included City Council, the Deputy City Manager, Community Development,
Civil Rights Commission, and Incident Command leadership.

In addition, Linn County Emergency Management, East Central Iowa Council of Governments, Linn
County Public Health, Linn Area Partners Active in Disaster, City of Marion, City of Hiawatha,
Unitypoint St. Luke’s, and the Cedar Rapids Metro Economic Alliance participated in the project.
Smaller jurisdictions participated in one-on-one interviews and two focus groups. Smaller
jurisdictions included Alburnett, Center Point, Ely, Fairfax, Hiawatha, Robins, Springville, and
Walker.

OBSERVATIONS

It is important to note that this disaster was the first broadly multijurisdictional disaster in recent
history. Smaller jurisdictions which had not experienced flooding in the past were deeply impacted
by the derecho. The derecho highlighted the need to explore and plan for multiple possible disaster
scenarios.
The following were some key highlights from interviews, a review of disaster recovery literature and
After-Action Reports and meetings:
•

The pre-existing pandemic multiplied the impact, complicated response and recovery
activities and reduced the capacity of critical organizations.

•

Leadership transitions and gaps in knowledge transfer reduced capabilities.

•

Changes in community demographics and the increasing variety of languages added
complexities to communication and assistance.

•

Drilling and exercises provided some connections but since the focus of these activities
was on the response phase there was no recovery roadmap.

•

A multijurisdictional decentralized event highlighted variances in readiness and
connectedness.

•

For small jurisdictions self-sufficiency has its limits.

•

Disparities existed in knowledge, experience, capability, bandwidth and connectivity across
jurisdictions and organizations.

•

The size and visibility of the City of Cedar Rapids tends to attract resources and attention
more often than smaller jurisdictions though the scope of need may be similar.

•

To ensure continuity over time, there is a need to embed knowledge and practices within
staff functions versus relying on electeds to direct activities. All newly elected officials
should be required to attend training to orient them to disaster response and recovery.
Additionally, it is essential to find ways to help smaller jurisdictions access capabilities and
expertise with limited staff.

•

Pre-event resilience and capabilities are a good predictor of recovery capabilities since
recovery will rely on the same players. Unfortunately, there was no way to conduct
bandwidth assessments, and assumptions were made about the capacity and readiness of
key agencies that didn’t prove to be true.

•

A shared definition of recovery was an important first step. Many struggled with the
distinction between response and recovery – in part because these two phases overlap.

•

There are incentives for pre-planning. It is often difficult for agencies and jurisdictions to
take quick and full advantage of newly available resources. Pre-disaster recovery planning
that helps to leverage and maximize post-event resources from major funders such as the
Economic Development Administration (EDA) would be to everyone’s advantage.

•

Confusion about roles and accountability was a significant drag on effectiveness.

•

Roles expanded unpredictably. There were multiple examples of situations where
individuals were asked to take on tasks such as community communications in addition to
administering recovery programs. The addition of tasks outside of normal job descriptions
added stress and impacted service delivery.

•

Many jurisdictions lacked their own recovery plans.

•

Turnover in leadership and key staff roles had a significant impact on recovery efforts.
Practices that ensure redundancy of capabilities and knowledge transfer are essential to
support future recovery efforts.

•

After Action Reports from various entities revealed consistent themes. The needs
highlighted included training, drilling, communication, connection, assessment and
planning.

•

Communication and information sharing was difficult. The flow and the quality of
information being shared on social media is outside of any entity’s control. There is an
opportunity and a need to harness the capabilities of social media for situational analysis
and information sharing. Some experts have suggested treating social media networks like
“neighborhoods” to get and give information. Currently there is no plan or coordinated
capacity to act on the potential of social media during recovery.

•

Communication and information sharing was also impacted by the increasing diversity of
languages spoken in the area.

•

Distributed leadership and geography create a need for technology tools that can create
the “same room” decision-making that contributes to effective recovery.

Small cities were gathered in mid-October to review the findings and add their perspective to the
recommendations. Smaller jurisdictions added several important observations:
•

Vulnerable populations in smaller communities were more likely to be elderly and
individuals with health conditions. Especially those that required access to power and
transportation. Individuals living in mobile homes were also highly vulnerable. The derecho
separated family members and critical caregivers for elderly as well as children in childcare
settings.

•

While several small cities had radio systems, they did not communicate with Linn County
or the City of Cedar Rapids.

•

Representatives from smaller jurisdictions often learned about resources in informal ways
– such as side conversations during pandemic update calls. The League of Cities did offer
useful resources.

•

Small jurisdictions found that their “bare bones” disaster plans were either too limited or too
out of date to be useful. They need “living plans” that stay fresh and relevant and tools that
work in an all-hands-on deck situation.

•

A number of information and communication resources exist but they are often not widely
known, county-wide or used consistently. Resources mentioned include League of Cities
directories, the Department of Transportation inventory list, Nixle, IOWARN, AT&T
emergency service towers.

•

INSIGHTS

A number of subject matter experts were invited to participate in this project. Linn County leaders
have rich connections to the Disaster Resilience sector.
The American Planning Association (APA) wrote a number of briefing papers outlining potential
actions that facilitate recovery including:
1. Develop the capacity to plan, direct, and coordinate orderly and expeditious post-disaster
recovery (Briefing Paper 08),
2. Identify methods for taking cooperative action in advance (Briefing Paper 08), and
3. identify recovery metrics before disaster strikes. This allows stakeholders to develop
assessment tools, strategies, and dashboards in advance (Briefing Paper 02).
The authors suggest that long-term, coordinated, systematically collected and shared data on
recovery is needed to improve resilience to future disasters. Metrics to track recovery can provide
policymakers and community stakeholders with the information needed to identify priorities and
make sound decisions and recovery metrics are more likely to convey information that can be
converted into meaningful assessments of the cost, speed, efficiency and sustainability of recovery
policies and programs (Briefing Paper 02).
FEMA makes the case in hat in order to coordinate interests and resources before, during and after
disasters, the solution is to create repeatable engagement processes and tools (Building PrivatePublic Partnerships, p. 13).
The disaster response and recovery environment is complex and rapidly changing. This graphic
designed by the Action Insights team led by Jerri Husch illustrates this phenomenon. There are
multiple layers of actors and actions and multiple interactions between all of them that can create
blind spots and duplication of effort.

(Source: Caleb Sexton, Graphics, from unpublished Introduction to Action Insights article)

The network mapping workgroup came together to explore how to make community resources
visual and displayable in real-time. The network map shown above reveals the complexity of just
one category – food resources. See Appendix 1 for full map.
In order to respond to this reality, communities need real-time tools to identify actors, activities and
locations. This will help decision-makers deploy and allocate resources in a timely way to address
needs. My Care Community, City of Cedar Rapids neighborhood data and United Way 2-1-1 have
data that can assist with mapping these interactions.
Multiple experts emphasize the importance of “authentic ‘two-way’ communication between
government, stakeholders and the media” in ensure effective decision-making (APA Planning Brief
07). FEMA suggests a Crisis Communications Hub and Spoke diagram that can be continued into
the recovery phase. The communications workgroup noted this as well but indicated that the
communication lead during response is unlikely to be the lead in recovery.

Source: www.ready.gov/crisis-communications-plan

Stakeholders and subject matter experts identified important community assets throughout the
project. These assets should be leveraged in the pursuit of the objectives:
•

Pool of people with drill experience

•

Rich data sources exist

•

Interest and intention

•

Individuals with Incident Command System training

•

FEMA toolkits for Recovery Planning and Recovery Support Function (RSF) guidance

•

Experience with disasters

•

Good hazards/vulnerability planning

•

An engaged business community

•

Engaged subject matter experts-Safeguard IA, PREPP, COPEWELL (Johns Hopkins), etc.

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS
& ACTIONS

Stakeholders agreed that the following assumptions were credible and should guide future work:
• Future disasters will occur
•

Nature and scope of future disasters is unknown

•

Organizational change will happen

•

Resilience and recovery are shaped by pre-disaster capability

•

Practice and feedback loops build skills

•

Individual organizations are lean and will continue to be

The stakeholders refined the project objectives to include:
• Shared understanding of roles, responsibilities, and decision-making processes
•

Shared assessment data (examples: #/% rehoused, reduced request for services…)

•

Multi-jurisdictional, coordinated, equitable recovery priorities and objectives

•

Shared situational analysis

•

Robust communication tactics for both internal, external and cross sector audiences

Potential Solutions from the Literature:
Create an intentional recovery planning structure and anticipatory planning process including:
• Formalized partnerships which might include:
•

Stakeholder Charter

•

Statements of Understanding

•

Statements of shared recovery priorities

•

Organization chart

FEMA offers valuable templates for what this might look like.

Source: https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/pre-disaster-recovery-planning-guide-localgovernments.pdf

In addition to the agencies already identified on this graphic, add key agencies such as EDA,
Department of Transportation, Department of Human Services, Iowa Department of Public Health
and the Iowa Disaster Human Resource Council.

Source: https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/pre-disaster-recovery-planning-guide-localgovernments.pdf

•

To address role and accountability concerns use FEMA Recovery Support Function
descriptions with a focus on:
o

Community Planning and Capacity Building

o

Housing

o

Health and Human Services

o

Vulnerable Populations

o

Communications

•

Identify staff to steward and be accountable for these activities

•

Plan whole community activities and engagement (example: The Great American
Shakeout (http://www.shakeout.org))

In their final meeting the local stakeholders recommended the following:
Staff the work
One of the most significant barriers to effective pre-planning and recovery strategies is the limited
bandwidth of staff across jurisdictions and institutions. It is essential to address the tensions and
limitations inherent in multiple accountabilities. Understandably, an individual’s first accountability is
to their own institution. As a result, collaborative activities may receive less attention. A nonpartisan champion for planning and coordination could help all entities contribute.
Leverage shared resources and opportunities
There are significant potential financial Incentives for pre-planning. Pre-disaster recovery planning
would help to leverage, maximize and more speedily deploy post event resources from major
funders such as the EDA and other government entities. Pre-event resilience and capabilities are a
good predictor of recovery capabilities. Recovery utilizes many of the same players.
Better utilize existing assets
Integrate existing Housing plans, existing data, FEMA toolkits for Recovery Planning, other
community planning efforts (Housing, Hazards, etc.), an engaged business community and
regional and national subject matter experts.
Lessen the impacts of disaster on the recovery agencies
The lack of a shared roadmap often felt to stakeholders like trying to erect a tent without
instructions or agreed upon task assignments. The tent took longer to put up and often felt close to
collapse. In addition, key players were often required to respond to both every day and disaster
recovery requirements without additional supports. Roles expanded unpredictably – i.e., people
being called to handle external disaster communications duties in addition to their regular role.
Create a planning practice that defines roles, responsibilities, and processes prior to
disaster events
The planning process should provide the “big picture” view of the system but also break actions
into manageable action items for individual contributors. Key elements would include:
Joint Planning and Training
1. Create structure and accountability.
•

Formalize a planning team/coalition – team sets goals, identifies and defines roles and
responsibilities, reviews progress, etc.

•

Create tools for commitment – i.e., a charter and statements of understanding to
support shared accountability

•

Create a RACI matrix, charter, etc. to help establish shared understanding of roles,
responsibilities, lead agencies, etc.

•

Encourage local jurisdiction accountability

•

Create common planning templates – particularly for smaller jurisdictions

2. Create an ongoing cadence of activities.
•

Shared disaster planning (product: shared roadmap)

•

Conduct annual assessment of “core capabilities” – institutional risks and
vulnerabilities, leadership changes, etc.

•

Create opportunities for stakeholders to meet and talk to maintain connections, learn
from each other, engage new members

3. Develop and implement a county-wide disaster recovery strategy that includes all partners.
4. Align with and leverage relevant plans and complementary activities.
•

The National Threat and Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment

•

Climate Action and Sustainability plans at the city and county level

•

Integrate with county EMA planning

•

APA recommendations

•

Utilize FEMA Recovery Planning Toolkit and RSF guidance

•

Leverage and adopt shared tools and data

•

Leverage collaborative housing plans

5. Identify metrics of recovery.
6. Plan for transition to Long Term Recovery.
•

Create joint relocation (housing) and feeding plans

Training and Readiness Activities
1. Assist governments and partners to understand and plan for disaster.
2. Grow technical and tactical skills of leadership.
•

Adapt training to reflect small jurisdiction realities.

•

Offer easy guides to help those who are to new plug in.

•

Create “Just in Time” training to leverage events and awareness.

•

Engage in recovery drilling – multi-jurisdictional, pre-event training, community
engagement.

•

Create a calendar of activities that strengthens networks and educates stakeholders.
o

Topics might include documentation requirements, a vulnerability update, gap
analysis, assessment data and community engagement activities, hazards
updates, and network updates (changes in organizations and leaders).

3. Demonstrate a commitment to training and succession planning.
•

Create a “shallow entry pool” for new actors

4. Regular community education activities that set expectations for cadence and timeline of
response and recovery activities.
5. Gain commitments from all jurisdictions to support and participate in the above.
Build and strengthen network connections – Disaster recovery is complex. The systems are
networks of networks (Figure 8 Pre-Disaster Recovery Planning Guide for Local Governments). On
an ongoing basis, foster regular engagement and the formation of partnerships that are essential
for resilience and recovery.
1. Create structures and practices that support distributed leadership and decision-making.
2. Create a better understanding of -- and integration of – the role of the business community
in recovery.
3. Create a planful outreach and engagement with smaller jurisdictions and vulnerable
populations.
4. Create easy to access, highly visible tools to help people connect with each other (i.e.,
Safeguard IA’s database).
Enhance communication and information sharing – Put in place shared digital tools or
platforms that increase visibility, accessibility and sharing of critical information between recovery
organizations and the public.
1. Ensure broad representation and pre-planning that includes all partners.
2. Create redundant, analog, and interoperable communication strategies.

3. Use common digital tools or platforms that are easy to access yet adhere to confidentiality
practices.
4. Use plain language situation updates accessible to public and community actors to support
resource sharing and decision making.
5. Ensure a communication professional cohort meets regularly to ensure up to date
information, provide education and maintain strong relationship with Linn County
Emergency Management Agency.
6. Plan for communication supports during recovery – for “doers.”
7. Connect assessment data collection to long term recovery activities and plans.
8. Develop alternate/redundant communication strategies that can be implemented when
normal communication fails.
9. Implement an information update process. Example: Safeguard IA member update
process, etc.
The team recommended a number of actions that, if taken, would strengthen the resilience and
readiness of Linn County jurisdictions, organizations and residents. Clearly, the number of
recommendations are beyond the capacity of this current team to enact without additional
resources.

COMMITMENTS

In the short-term, stakeholders made the following commitments:
1. Linn County Emergency Management Agency will:
•

house recovery plans and integrate them with other planning processes

•

utilize relationship with FEMA to test recovery plans

•

develop, arrange, coordinate and host trainings

2. LAP-AID will:
•

support communication and engagement strategies for vulnerable populations

•

assist in writing guidance for recovery support functions including housing and health
and human services

3. ECICOG will commit to joining the planning team and playing a role as a convener of
smaller jurisdictions.
4. Catherine McAuley Center in partnership with LAP AID will host trainings for vulnerable
populations and the agencies that serve them.
5. Safeguard Iowa will assist with planning drills and exercises.
6. The Johns Hopkins/COPEWELL team is willing to assist with planning drills and exercises.
7. Small jurisdictions will commit to participate in planning and training activities.
8. The City of Cedar Rapids will:
•
•
•
•
•

participate and assist with the coordination of emergency response drills
share network mapping tools
with ECICOG representing smaller communities, develop and host recovery
workshops, including providing speakers and presentations to include examples from
past experiences.
present and share the Neighborhood P.A.C.T. program – Prepare, Act, Communicate,
Train - Community emergency preparedness program.
participate with Linn County Emergency Management Agency in the Threat and
Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment (THIRA) process.

9. Linn County will:
•

Commit to the study and development of best practices within the areas of
resiliency and sustainability, placing an emphasis on marginalized and vulnerable
communities.

•

Deploy and communicate these best practices throughout Linn County to formulate
sustainable solutions, giving these communities the best chance at withstanding
any number of disasters e.g.(natural, public health, economic, etc.) and/or quickly
recovering.

•

Track and analyze Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) surrounding community
resilience to inform policymakers and key stakeholders and guide high impact
decision-making.

•

Cultivate strong relationships to reach residents, especially in marginalized and
vulnerable communities, through collaborations with multiple agencies,
jurisdictions, communities, and stakeholder groups.

•

Participate and assist with the coordination of emergency response drills.

•

Facilitate opportunities for public engagement on the topic of resiliency to empower
communities and stakeholders to have more control and influence over the

development and implementation of resiliency strategies that are more localized
and tailored to the specific needs of the community.
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