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Irene in setting up a web-based system to link survivor need to volunteer assistance. Communities 
also noted that it was helpful to have someone act as a volunteer coordinator on the ground. That 
ensured the right volunteers were matched with community need, and were qualified to address 
the need which ensured a smooth work flow.

•	 Regional Perspective and Coordination was Critical: FEMA typically coordinates with county 
governments and was not prepared to work with cities and towns one-on-one. Likewise, 
participants acknowledged the critical role that the Regional Planning Commissions played 
in coordinating and communicating information from FEMA and state agencies to the local 
municipalities. State agencies, especially the Agencies of Transportation and Natural Resources, 
relied on them to identify local roads and streams that were impacted. 

•	 Municipalities Need Help:  The responsibility and complexity of response and recovery was 
difficult for some towns to manage, particularly those with few, if any, paid staff.  While recovery 
begins locally, the state and RPCs must be ready partners.

•	 FEMA - Consider the People Impacted: Participants mentioned that it was important for FEMA to 
realize that those impacted also held jobs that they were required to be at during regular business 
hours. Thus, sending FEMA personnel door-to-door or having help centers open at the same hour 
meant missing the information or having to give up a day’s work in order to get information 
critical to recovery. One suggestion was longer hours during the week and/or weekend hours. 

 Longterm Recovery
Longterm recovery was mentioned in several meetings, but with a “big picture” lens and not with 
details and lessons learned.  During the meetings, we did hear requests that will be further addressed 
in the Recommendations section of this report. For example, communities wanted:

•	 to know how they could rebuild in a way that lessened the impact from future events

•	 a clearer understanding of river and watershed dynamics

•	 to know how to live with the rivers and mitigate or remove buildings and infrastructure from 
harm’s way

“I became aware of each community’s ability to 
look beyond what has divided them in the past 
and work collaboratively to address everyone’s 
critical needs during and after the disaster.   

We have tried to use this collaborative spirit to 
guide the Community Development Block Grant- 
Disaster Recovery funding program.  So many 
people want to help and finding a way for them 
to contribute is critical.”      

Josh Hanford, 
Director of Community Development Program, 

Agency of Commerce and Community Development

The Lights Are Back On
Latchis Theatre, Brattleboro

Reopened after Irene
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  Ongoing Recovery Needs
Over the course of the meetings, issues were raised that participants hoped would be addressed 
at an individual, local, regional or state level to aid in recovery or to ensure that lessons learned 
were incorporated so that future response would be efficient and effective. Many of these 
recommendations and action items could also apply to homeowners and businesses. Issues raised 
along with response that has occurred or is underway are summarized below. 

Re-Evaluate and Update Emergency Plans: 
As mentioned, preparation for an emergency is critical. Individuals, businesses, municipalities and 
the state all must revise, drill and further refine their emergency plans. Each should examine their 
resources to respond, and identify gaps in those resources and how best to fill them – whether 
through a grant for additional generators or via a multi-town agreement. There is also a need to 
review, assess, and modify plans for continuity of operations, and records management.

Response to Date: 
This is an ongoing process and is at different stages in homes, businesses, communities and state 
agencies. Examples include:

•	 Revisions to the State Emergency Operations Plan is ongoing and expected to be completed by 
October 26, 2012.

•	 Changes to the Basic Local Emergency Operations Plan format have been integrated into all new 
updates.

•	 Several organizations including the Vermont Small Business Development Centers, Two Rivers-
Ottauquechee Regional Commission and the Craft Emergency Relief Fund are working on 
materials and workshops to aid businesses in emergency planning, continuity of operations and 
diversifying funding streams. 

Continued Need for Volunteer Support: 
Communities mentioned a continued need for volunteers for rebuilding efforts for homes and 
businesses as well as clean up, debris removal and replanting efforts.  

Response to Date: 
Many communities have continued to have a volunteer coordinator matching need with volunteers. 

•	 The Irene Recovery Office worked with Green Up Vermont to expand “Green Up Day” to 

“I was struck by the ability of individuals to 
identify what they and their neighbors needed in 
the immediate aftermath of the storm – and to do 
something about delivering it.  I say this because 
we heard so many stories of people stepping up 
and finding ways to make things happen which 
was critical given how stretched everyone’s 
resources were. Folks didn’t wait and that was a 
good thing.

There is no doubt that we at the state level 
have an obligation to learn from the event, 
organizationally, and to be better prepared in 
the future. This includes having more robust 
internal and external communications systems 
and more creative ways to get out to individuals, 
communities and municipalities. We have already 
begun more cross-training so that we will be able 
to bring more people in to deal with resource 
shortages – such as river engineers.”

Justin Johnson, Deputy Commissioner 
Department of Environmental Conservation, 

Agency of Natural Resources

Poster art by Abbey Jermyn, Grade 10, Montpelier High School

Get involved in
your community!
For a list of Vermont’s 
ongoing recovery 
projects, click here!

Green Up
to Recover

Promoted on various partner websites.
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include recovery efforts and has worked with SerVermont to continue volunteer recruitment and 
coordination efforts, including the launch of a Facebook page in July 2012. 

•	 In addition, the IRO and SerVermont have worked together with other agencies to help the 
Longterm Recovery Committees provide assistance to individuals and families and develop the 
capacity to manage volunteer resources. 

Insurance Process Needs Improvement: 
Many positive comments were received about the guidance provided by the former Department of 
Banking, Insurance, Securities and Health Care (now the Department of Financial Regulation - DFR). 
Having a designated phone and person to answer insurance-related questions was appreciated. 
However, at almost every meeting, participants raised the issue of insurance companies – both private 
and the National Flood Insurance Program - noting that response varied, inconsistent and slow in 
coming. DFR staff noted that property and casualty insurance that they regulate in Vermont were very 
responsive, collaborative and supportive of their clients with very few complaints.

Response to Date: 
The Department of Financial Regulation has and will continue to expand and enhance customer 
outreach and education with updated bulletins, tips and alerts on their website (http://www.dfr.
vermont.gov/insurance/home). From conversations with Vermonters, DFR staff realized that many 
individuals thought that their homeowners insurance covered flooding. However, flood insurance 
is in fact provided through a separate flood insurance policy through the National Flood Insurance 
Program (NFIP). DFR also recommends that businesses consider business interruption insurance 
which can help in cases like Irene. DFR’s goal is to ensure that consumers are informed and can 
thoughtfully prepare and respond in case of an emergency or disaster. 

State Must be Resilient: 
Communities are looking to state agencies to lead in longterm recovery efforts and align programs, 
policies and funding to ensure that we are rebuilding in a manner that strengthens and protects 
communities. They want the state to lead and set the example for wise land-use, information sharing 
and cooperation with policies and programs to integrate land-use, regional plans, downtown 
redevelopment, housing, transportation, environment, working lands and economic development.

Response to Date: 
State agencies are working on many fronts to respond to this need identified in the CRP meetings, 
including:

•	 State agencies are reviewing and updating internal policies and programs with a flood lens. 

Recovery is Happening
Chapman’s Antiques, Wilmington

Damage from Irene

Chapman Antiques opens a satelite store
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•	 VEM is leading efforts on the State’s After Action Report and Improvement Plan with support 
from other state agencies to ensure what we heard at these and other meetings is incorporated into 
future events. Progress on Improvement Plan implementation will be reviewed by the Homeland 
Security Advisory Council semi-annually. An Emergency Preparedness Conference in Killington 
was held on September 17 & 18, 2012.

•	 ACCD is leading a pilot project in cooperation with ANR, AOT, the Mad River Valley Planning 
District and Central Vermont Regional Planning Commission to evaluate local, regional and state 
policies and identify areas where they do and do not promote flood mitigation and protection 
measures. This initiative is funded through the US. Environmental Protection Agency’s Smart 
Growth Technical Assistance Program.

•	 ANR and AOT are developing joint training programs for emergency response and longterm 
resiliency efforts that will be delivered at the AOT training site and in the field. Key audiences will 
be heavy equipment operators, field supervisors and design engineers. 

•	 AOT is conducting a transportation corridor resiliency study in cooperation with ANR, ACCD, 
and the Regional Planning Commissions.

•	 Work was completed in the 2012 Legislative Session with S.202 to: increase incentives, education, 
and support for municipalities to adopt more protective river corridor and floodplain bylaws; 
initiate state regulation of municipally-exempt activities in flood hazard areas; initiate state 
regulation of instream emergency protective measures, and assist municipalities with the 
assessment, mapping, mitigation measures within sensitive river corridors where infrastructure 
and community assets may be at a high risk for inundation and fluvial erosion-related damages. 
Act 138 emergency rules will be coming out next year and floodplain rules in 2014.

•	 The Irene Recovery Office is working with the Institute for Sustainable Communities on a Resilient 
Vermont project to help support recovery efforts at the community and state level, and identify 
implementation strategies and areas for improvement.

•	 As of August 28th, the Vermont Disaster Relief Fund has provided direct assistance to 142 families 
with $1.7 million in aid and has a goal of raising funds to help bridge the gap of the estimated $10 
million to help 700 remaining households recover.

•	 The Agency of Agriculture partnered with the Vermont Community Foundation on the Vermont 
Farm Disaster Relief Fund. As of August 2012, they have awarded $1,576,300 to 177 farmers. A 
second round of funding was announced in August. 

•	 ANR is working to ensure communities understand and update their flood regulations and 
support local zoning administrators in their efforts to enforce those regulations that ensure 
buildings are not placed in harm’s way.

“I realized how critical it was for people before, 
during and after the storm to develop good 
communications – formal plans for disaster 
communication, informal outreach, high-tech 
methods like Facebook, low-tech solutions 
like signs on the road, newsletters, daily 
organizational meetings, radio broadcasts, door 
to door visits, etc.  Those communities that used 
multiple layers of communications to connect 
with each other and that established a central 
gathering place for regular face-to-face contact, 
told inspirational stories of community cohesion, 
mutual support and resourceful problem-solving.      

While it is impossible to maintain the same 
level of intensity that comes with a shared 
disaster, I think about how the multiple layers 
of communication can be used to address 
on-going community concerns, like the often 
difficult, longterm work of making flood-prone 
communities more resilient.”   

Faith Ingulsrud, Planning Coordinator
Agency of Commerce and Community Development
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Central State Coordinating Entity: 
Communities wanted a central hub in state government to lead, develop, and coordinate the recovery 
policies and activities of state agencies and partners and work to strategically leverage limited resources. 

Response to Date:
•	 Governor Shumlin created the Irene Recovery Office (IRO) which will remain in place until 

December 2012. The office was led in the initial months following the storm by Neale Lunderville 
and in 2012 by Sue Minter.

•	 Agencies came together and developed a website – www.vtstrong.vermont.gov - to serve as the 
clearinghouse for information; keep the public updated on the status of the recovery; develop case 
studies of lessons learned; and share community recovery stories.

•	 IRO with partner agencies VEM and AOT are actively working to assist municipalities with federal 
reimbursements and any appeals.

•	 IRO is also directing efforts to review state and local policies that expedite action during disasters 
–waivers, exceptions, inter-local agreements, incident command centers, special conditions 
(sediment and debris removal) - to speed the response and recovery from the next disaster.

•	 Agency of Human Services and Agency of Agriculture have received funding to provide ongoing 
case management in order to assist families and farmers in longterm recovery efforts.

•	 ACCD worked with FEMA, the Governor’s office, the Vermont Community Foundation, the 
Vermont Disaster Relief Fund and other public and private partners to maximize FEMA assistance 
to mobile homeowners. 

Additional Training and Guidance: 
Participants recognized that expertise about river science and watershed management was often lacking 
in their community, especially among local select and planning board members. Those that had received 
training before the flood commented on how it helped them better understand the ties to land use and 
infrastructure planning and how local decisions had an impact on where water went and how fast it flowed 
during a flood event. They felt that additional training and guidance documents would be important. 

Response to Date:
•	 ANR teamed up with Preservation Trust of Vermont (PTV) to provide trainings in communities 

around the state on river management, mitigating and flood proofing historic buildings and how 
to protect our historic centers that are often located in floodplains.

Open Again in Record Time
1836 Country Store, Wilmington

Damage from Irene

After Rebuilding



17

•	 One of the deliverables for the pilot project in the Mad River Valley will be guidance documents 
and checklists for towns on ways to improve and integrate their land use plans, policies and by-
laws, hazard mitigation plans and river corridor management plans.

•	 ANR will create and deliver public education on river dynamics, watershed management, floodplain 
maps and what it means to individuals, National Flood Insurance Programs, and local decision making.

•	 Some of the regional planning commissions are working to develop programs that provide 
training and technical assistance to communities regarding local land use plans and policies 
(bylaws) that support floodplain management and reduce future risk.

•	 ANR is also seeking funding to expedite watershed/ hydrological studies to guide planning and 
development decisions. ANR plans to place information and maps online in a form easily accessed 
and used by the public and also map areas for safe development. ANR also currently partners with 
the Vermont League of Cities and Towns to assist communities with floodplain issues.

Ongoing Financial Shortfalls: 
Participants at meetings– homeowners, businesses and towns–all raised concerns about the shortfall 
between need and available funding. This will be an ongoing issue, especially given the current 
federal funding concerns.

Response to Date: 
•	 State Treasurer Beth Pearce has been working with communities to assist with cash flow and 

provide leeway with state payment dates.

•	 A Small Business Champions Team (which included ACCD, Vermont Business for Social 
Responsibility, VT Small Business Development Center, VEDA, Institute for Sustainable 
Communities and the Regional Development Corporations) was formed to identify ongoing needs 
of small businesses. ACCD and others are working on finding funding for additional technical 
assistance, recapitalizing the VEDA flood response program and helping to identify key changes 
to protect area of economic activity.

•	 The IRO continues to advocate for towns and state agencies with FEMA.

•	 ACCD received $21.7 million in Community Development Block Grant funding for disaster 
recovery. It has drafted an action plan for the use of the funds and sent it to HUD after reviewing 
and responding to public input. HUD approval of the plan is imminent and ACCD is able 
to accept applications. More information can be found at (http://accd.vermont.gov/strong_
communities/opportunities/funding/cdbgdr).

“The one thing that continues to amaze me 
is that people who volunteered and helped 
so much, said (with characteristic Vermont 
modesty), ‘This is what anyone would have done; 
I did what I could; others were worse off than 
me; I didn’t do much.’  And people who were the 
recipients of help said that help was a lifeline; a 
tremendous, overwhelming outpouring they will 
never forget that pulled them through the days 
and weeks (52 of them) after the flood and kept 
them rooted in their community.

The other less uplifting thing we hear is that 
despite all the help, for a lot of people progress is 
really slow, dealing with the federal government 
continues to be discouraging and they will never 
fully recover from the damage wrought by Irene. 
We can only keep working to assure that as many 
as possible are able to move on.” 

Karen Horn, Director of Public Policy and Advocacy, 
Vermont League of Cities and Towns
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 Conclusion
The Community Recovery Partnership had 
many tangible and intangible outcomes. First, 
it was important for state agency staff to leave 
their offices and engage with the communities 
that were impacted. We learned a great deal 
from each other, our partners and those in the 
communities that we visited. We put a face to 
the names on websites and provided an avenue 
for communities to make a connection and 
receive answers. Questions were answered and 
myths dispelled during and after the meetings 
in one-on-one follow up. The information we 
heard and the suggestions provided laid the 
foundation for many of the regional and state 
initiatives that have been and will be developed. 
The state made clear its commitment to support 
communities throughout the recovery process. 

State agencies learned more about each 
other’s skills and programs that have 
grown and strengthened over the past year. 
Institutionalizing these relationships has also 
begun with the co-location of ACCD, ANR and 
AOT at National Life building in Montpelier, 
and the many collaborative projects underway 
or planned.  

Vermonter’s honesty, compassion and 
community spirit displayed at these meetings 
was truly humbling. People came, constructively 
raised concerns, suggested ideas and laid 
out their needs. That spirit and attitude has 
impacted and directed the work of state agencies 
and our partners to find solutions to ongoing 
individual, business and community needs.

Recovery is underway around the state, but 
we are by no means “recovered.” We must 
remember that there are different stages of this 
process and bring the Vermont cooperative, “can 
do” spirit to each stage. We must continue to 
listen, improve and look forward. Together we 
can rebuild stronger, smarter and safer.

Governor Peter Shumlin, CRP meeting in Sharon, VT


