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Still Recovering from Irma, Hurricane 
Michael Delivers a Body Blow 
By: Gladys Cook

Florida continues to be hit by hurricanes with high winds, torrential downpours, and significant storm surge. Over a year since 
Hurricane Irma caused widespread damage across the state, Hurricane Michael slammed into Florida’s Big Bend on October 
10, 2018 leaving a path of devastation in 12 counties with major damage in 4 counties.  

If there is any positive news, there are now significant 
resources in place for communities recovering from the last 
natural disaster to hit Florida - Hurricane Irma. These resources 
include the state’s Department of Economic Opportunity 
(DEO) administration of $1.4 billion in CDBG-DR allocation 
approved by Congress in September, 2017, a $30 million 
FEMA case management service program for Irma survivors, 
and the Florida Division of Emergency Management’s 
Hazard Mitigation Grant Program.  All of these programs are 
operational and assisting communities across the state. For 
more information on the latest resources available for Irma 
recovery, visit http://www.flhousing.org/disaster-recovery/.

If Hurricane Irma is used as a gauge for the time it takes to 
distribute long-term recovery funds, Florida’s panhandle can 
expect a long wait for recovery from Hurricane Michael. This 

article outlines initial damage assessments from Michael, and 
immediate agency responses and assistance available.

Early impact figures of Hurricane Michael
There was little time to prepare for Hurricane Michael. It 
developed rapidly in the Gulf of Mexico and barreled into the 
Florida Panhandle as a Category 4 storm with wind speeds of 155 
mph and storm surges up to 13 feet. The storm made landfall at 
Mexico Beach just to the east of Panama City, devastating homes, 
businesses, Tyndall Airforce Base, shorelines and forests.  Thirty-
five people lost their lives in Florida and over 10,000 households 
were displaced from damaged or destroyed homes.  Mexico 
Beach took the brunt of the storm and was levelled by the wind 
and storm surge.  Panama City suffered extreme damage to 
its homes and businesses. As the storm moved northeast the 
communities of Marianna, Gretna, and Quincy suffered severe 
damage and hundreds of thousands lost power.   
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In response, FEMA, the Florida National Guard and local emergency operations teams 
quickly began to clear massive amounts of debris from overturned trees and power 
lines.  Thousands of storm survivors were isolated and left without evacuation due 
to washed out roads and bridges.  As of mid-November, damage assessments are 
nearly, with 63,337 homes inspected in 12 counties. 

Over 1,100 FEMA staff have been deployed to 12 Disaster Recovery Centers (DRC).  
FEMA has approved housing assistance for 22,000 households providing just 
under $84 million.  Emergency shelters were staffed and operated with assistance 
from the American Red Cross and Salvation Army.  Over 9,000 volunteers from 125 
agencies provided assistance at the DRCs and other remote locations.  The Volunteer 
Organizations Assisting in Disasters quickly established a network to communicate 
the needs of supplies across the region.  Operation Blue Roof of the Army Corp of 
Engineers installed tarps on over 6,000 homes as of November 20, 2018. 

The portfolio of Florida Housing Finance Corporation properties in 11 impacted 
counties included 6,134 units and 428 displaced households. Of these, 350 
households were displaced from Bay County properties.

In the five most impacted counties, there are four public housing authorities, two of 
which are in Bay County.  The housing authorities own and manage a combined 940 
units and 2,128 Housing Choice Vouchers.  The Panama City Housing Authority must 
reconstruct over half of their housing and there are 226 households displaced.  There 
are 574 displaced households from 800 units of subsidized multifamily housing.

The USDA Rural Development multifamily housing portfolio in the impacted areas 
included 47 properties in 17 counties.  Of these, 36 suffered roof damage and 244 
households were displaced and 218 were provided assistance to seek available housing 
in other Rural Development properties.  Bay County experienced the most extensive 
damage to USDA properties, where 216 households were displaced from five properties.

COUNTIES 
ELIGIBLE FOR FEMA 
ASSISTANCE

Counties eligible for FEMA 
Individual Assistance include:

• Bay
• Calhoun
• Franklin
• Gadsden
• Gulf
• Holmes
• Jackson
• Leon
• Liberty
• Taylor
• Wakulla
• Washington

Counties eligible for FEMA 
Direct Housing Assistance:

• Bay
• Calhoun
• Gadsden
• Gulf
• Jackson
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Agency responses and available assistance
Panama City Basecamp
 To expedite the return of occupied shelters for school use, FEMA 
developed a Basecamp of temporary structures in Panama 
City. The basecamp provides temporary housing for displaced 
families, including those vacating emergency shelters with no 
home to turn to. The Basecamp has a capacity for 2,000.

Disaster Housing Recovery Task Force
The State Emergency Response Team, in conjunction with 
FEMA, established a Disaster Housing Recovery Task Force. The 
Task Force initially held daily meetings and eventually weekly 
meetings for county housing coordinators from the 12 most 
affected counties.  The Florida Housing Finance Corporation, 
the Florida Department of Economic Opportunity, HUD and 
the Florida Housing Coalition are active participants in these 
meetings.  The overall purpose is to collect information on 
needs and opportunities in the formation of Disaster Recovery 
Plans to be prepared by the housing coordinators. 

SHIP
The SHIP administrators in the impacted areas have played 
a vital role in coordinating recovery efforts.  Each county 
has staff that are trained and experienced in administering 
housing rehab programs. Florida Housing Finance 
Corporation provided SHIP 2018-19 SHIP allocations in full 
to the IA counties (approved for FEMA Individual Assistance).  

The Florida Housing Coalition worked with each county to 
provide technical assistance for various deployment questions 
including advertising and disaster strategy revisions to the 
Local Housing Assistance Plan (LHAP). While SHIP can be 
used for home repairs, the major source of funding for housing 
recovery comes from HUD through the CDBG-DR program. 

FEMA Temporary Shelter Assistance (TSA) and 
Rental Assistance
FEMA provides vouchers for hotels and motels. As of 
mid-November, 1,591 households used TSA vouchers for 
hotel stays.  Of these, 652 (41%) had already checked out.  
FEMA provided rental assistance to 6,829 home owners and 
10,455 renters, totaling 17,824 displaced households.  The 
deadline for FEMA TSA and Rental Assistance registration is 
December 10, 2018. 

FEMA Trailers and RVs
FEMA has a large operation underway to bring in mobile homes 
and RV’s. Staging for 2,500 mobile homes is taking place at the 
Marianna airport in Jackson County. Trailers will be distributed 
throughout the impacted areas. The preparation for FEMA 
trailers requires an exhaustive search for available sites and pads 
within existing parks and communities as well as a search for 
suitable vacant land.  Sites must have adequate infrastructure 
including a solid pad, electricity, sewer and water availability.  
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Case management
FEMA and Volunteer groups instituted a case management 
operation to establish ongoing communication with those 
registered to ensure that needs are met and unmet needs are 
identified and addressed.   

USDA forestry and housing impacts. Hundreds of thousands 
of acres of forests, both commercial timber and national 
forests were completely devastated.  This not only impacts the 
agricultural industry but fallen trees creates future brush fire 
threats.  The redevelopment of these communities will require 
a long-range focus for both housing and economic rebuilding.

Legal Assistance
The most vulnerable residents - those with disabilities, 
extremely low incomes, most of whom are renters - 
experienced discrimination almost immediately after the 
storm subsided.  Assistance has been provided to tenants 
who faced eviction from properties no longer habitable.  
Persons with disabilities who had not evacuated had to be 
located and this took many days for some.  The Centers 
for Independent Living held a press conference to air the 
plight of persons with disabilities being placed involuntarily 
into nursing homes and other facilities that were more 
institutionalized than needed.  Legal aid services continue to 
be provided by the North Florida Legal Services and Florida 

Legal Services.  Assistance includes help with eviction and 
other landlord disputes, applications and appeals to FEMA, 
and disputes with insurance companies. 

Financial Sector
Homeowners of FHA, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and 
USDA financing were provided forbearance in mortgage 
payments.  Many lenders offered additional financial 
assistance to their borrowers. 

The Florida Housing Coalition will keep you 
informed and connected
The Florida Housing Coalition invites everyone to participate 
in weekly hurricane update webinars held each Friday at 
1:30 p.m. The webinars are packed with information and 
feature reports from the National Low-Income Housing 
Coalition, FEMA, DEM, Legal Aid staff, FHFC, Volunteer 
organizations and DEO.  The webinars have hosted panelists 
from numerous counties that were impacted by Hurricanes 
Irma and Michael, with reports of response and recovery 
that informs our viewers of best practices and teamwork. 
Our thanks to Fannie Mae and the Center for Disaster 
Philanthropy for supporting the series. 

To register for the webinars, visit the Coalition’s disaster recovery 
page at http://www.flhousing.org/disaster-recovery/. HNN
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Gladys Cook is a Technical Advisor for the Florida Housing Coalition and has more than 20 years of experience 
assisting nonprofit housing and community development organizations and local governments. A disaster recovery 
expert, she has led Florida Housing Coalition’s response to Florida hurricanes, as well as disasters in New York. Cook 
specializes in CDBG-DR, as well as in the design, finance, development, and management of single and multifamily 
affordable housing, and permanent supportive housing. 
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