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The Impact of Hurricane Sandy on Red Hook. Red
Hook is a community located in Brooklyn, New York that
is particularly vulnerable to climatic events. While the
neighborhood is densely populated, its location on a peninsula
and the presence of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway make
the community fairly isolated from the rest of the borough.
Combined with a number of other socio-economic risk
factors, when it comes to climate change, Red Hook contends
with higher vulnerability than other areas of New York City.
For example, the neighborhood has a 45% poverty rate and
is home to the state’s second largest public housing complex
(Schmeltzetal.,2013). 85% of'its residents are Black or Latino,
and data indicate they are “more likely to be exposed to social
risk factors, increased barriers to healthcare, and compounded
stressors” such as high levels of asthma and diabetes (Ibid).

When Hurricane Sandy made landfall on October 2012, Red
Hook was one of the city’s four hardest-hit areas (PlaNYC,
2013), suffering major service disruptions that left residents
with no heat and electricity for 17 days, and without running
water for 11 (Schmeltz et al., 2013). At the time, municipal
disaster plans did not contemplate nor address “extensive
and long-lasting power outages and subsequent lack of key
services” such as the ones experienced in Red Hook (Ibid).
As a result, residents organized to coordinate community-led
disaster relief efforts to mitigate adverse impacts and provide
relief during the crucial period before formal government
assistance was in place. Learning from their experience of
Hurricane Sandy, Red Hook residents have since developed
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an innovative participatory disaster preparedness plan that
not only carries enormous potential to help other equally
vulnerable communities around the world define the terms
of their own resilience, but responds to the ongoing and
long-term repercussions of climate change along equita-
ble, inclusive and “integrative” lines (Camponeschi, 2022).

The Importance of Social Infrastructure in Promot-
ing Community Resilience. Red Hook Initiative (RHI) is
a community-based nonprofit that “gives young people and
residents the tools, resources and opportunities they need to
interrupt the systems and barriers that perpetuate historic in-
equities for the Red Hook community” so that they can lead
the way “toward a more equitable, hopeful future”. RHI’s
2013 Summary Report outlines the many ways in which the
community was able to mobilize in an unprecedented man-
ner to provide disaster relief, offer medical assistance, coor-
dinate communications, and safeguard social cohesion during
and after Hurricane Sandy. As its pages recount: “in the first
hours and days after Hurricane Sandy, the community of Red
Hook organically came together and managed the initial re-
sponse. Everything from wellness checks, to medical triage,
to food distribution and communications was organized by
the community until disaster response and recovery workers
were able to get to the isolated neighborhood”. During this
time, RHI’s doors stayed open 12-14 hours per day for a stag-
gering 24 consecutive days to meet the needs of thousands
of Red Hook residents and to serve as a social and logistical
hub for the community. As the report describes, “at the peak
of the crisis, over 1,200 people were coming through the Red
Hook Initiative doors to charge phones, get a hot meal, pick up
supplies, receive medical or legal support, and offer to help”.

A crucial form of help that was provided ‘by the community for
the community’ was the provision of basic healthcare through
an urgent care clinic that was coordinated by a medical student
who was part of Occupy Sandy—the grassroots movement
that emerged on the heels of the national Occupy movement to
offer support to the victims of Hurricane Sandy through com-
munity engagement, mutual aid, and long-term rebuilding—as
well as volunteer medical professionals. RHI reports that the
clinic reached 293 people during its operations, while RHI pur-
chased and distributed emergency medical supplies and later
successfully transitioned all cases to long-term care providers.
In addition to basic healthcare support, social workers offered
crisis counseling, assistance with FEMA applications, and
helped cover emergency costs related to the storm for many
other residents—forms of psycho-emotional and mutual aid



support that are often lacking in official response mechanisms.

RHI staff and volunteers also led other essential operations to
fill the gaps left by formal municipal response. Twice daily they
led a canvass to assess the status of electricity, heat, and water
in public housing, sharing this information with government
officials. Once service was restored to the public housing
community and most private homes and businesses, RHI
“began to support residents to handle [other] emerging issues,
shifting from emergency relief work to long-term recovery”.
As part of these efforts, the organization successfully
distributed over $50,000 in financial support for rebuilding
expenses for those who were facing extreme financial hardship,
and hosted 4 months of free tax preparation in collaboration
with Food Bank of NYC “to maximize financial resources
returning to Red Hook”. Similarly, RHI received $1.3 million
in contributions for short- and long-term hurricane relief,
allocating 19% to community-driven solutions, 23% to
network and communications systems, 27% to emergency and
disaster relief, and 31% to “access to resources” (RHI, 2013).

While most municipal resilience plans adopt a technocratic
approach to climate mitigation and adaptation, privileging
primarily economic and infrastructural interventions
(Camponeschi, 2021), research increasingly shows that social
ties and community cohesion are what truly help residents
stay safe and recover during a disruption (Aldrich, 2017).
In other words, in times of crisis, social infrastructure is
just as vital, if not more vital, than physical infrastructure.
Supporting the work of community hubs and grassroots
organizations such as RHI is crucial to ensuring a strong
local response in times of acute need. Therefore, investing in
the provision of vital social services, and committing to the
equitable distribution of resources should be an area of priority
for municipalities interested in strengthening the resilience
of their cities. RHI’s example highlights the importance of
keeping resources within affected communities, not just from
a disaster perspective but with a long-term understanding
of climate change’s impacts on communities, prioritizing
greater local self-determination and empowerment and, thus,
a more responsive and expansive interpretation of resilience.

A Participatory and “Integrative” Plan for the Age
of Systemic Risks. It is from this context of equity and
engagement that the Community Disaster Readiness Plan
was born. A project of the Red Hook Coalition, the Plan
was developed to establish a locally relevant protocol to
address the critical 72 hours before and after a disaster. At
the same time, the Plan is also a critical component of Red
Hook’s Long Term Community Recovery (LTCR) process,
and as such addresses important protocols and needs beyond
disaster response. Upwards of 200 people were involved in
its development through planning meetings and community
input gatherings that were part of a process that received
assistance from Emergency Management Methodology
Partners (EMMP) as well as financial contributions from
the American Red Cross, the Brooklyn Community
Foundation/Brooklyn Recovery Fund, and the NYC
Housing and Neighborhood Recovery Donor Collaborative.

What distinguishes this Plan from its municipal counterparts
is the nuanced and intersectional analysis of vulnerability.
Indeed, what sets it apart even from official municipal and
federal plans is the deep understanding and integration of
lived experience, which allowed residents to create a more
responsive and meaningful intervention framework guided
by knowledge of how previous gaps in service failed to keep
their community safe and serviced. Just as crucial is the ac-
knowledgment that, in an age of systemic risks, hurricanes are
not the only threat this community is likely to face, which is
why the plan “is designed for a wide range of events includ-
ing snow storms, heat waves, power outages, tornadoes, and
earthquakes, among others.”

At the heart of Red Hook’s readiness framework are 7 the-
matic areas that organize and distribute relief efforts across
the community. These are: Support Services; Food and Shel-
ter; Communications; Health and Medical;, Community Re-
sponse Team; Ultilities; and Coordination. Through each of
these areas, the community identifies specific locations where
relief activities will be coordinated from at a time of emer-
gency, and outlines roles and resources that will be mobilized
by community members until emergency workers are able to
reach the neighborhood. The Plan outlines many innovative
features with relatively low barriers to entry, making them
easy to ‘adopt and adapt’ by other municipalities and/or grass-
roots communities according to local contexts and needs.

Highlighted below are three particularly promising approach-
es that others may be interested in replicating:

1) Red Hook Wifi: this community-based, solar-powered,
free wireless internet network was launched by residents
during Hurricane Sandy to carry out emergency management
operations and restore ongoing communications outside of
the neighborhood (Cohen, 2014). Recognizing the importance
of a reliable and self-managed communications service, the
community hired five youths as ‘digital stewards’ to build and
maintain the network, which continues to run and thrive to
this day. Red Hook Wifi has been featured at the White House
during a FEMA best practice roundtable, and RHI continues
to hire and train young adults to develop apps and web content
with the aim of expanding the network’s coverage to 80% of
Red Hook’s open spaces.

2) Community Disaster Drills: Another innovative and eas-
ily replicable intervention is the planning of ‘disaster drills’
that allow residents to come together and engage in informa-
tive and engaging simulations of a disaster, so as to be able to
learn from—and memorize—the experience of going through
the steps of the safety protocols identified in the Plan. Follow-
ing the completion of the participatory recovery plan, in fact,
Red Hook connected with the broader community to train and
educate residents on its contents during what was known as
Ready Red Hook Day. RHI also worked with youth and of-
fered strategies for workforce development to help residents
develop the professional skills and interpersonal competen-
cies needed to successfully respond in times of emergency.
The advantage of such simulations is that they take place in
a more jovial and less traumatic context, making them more



conducive to learning, while doubling as an opportunity to
strengthen social ties, foster a sense of belonging, and create job
opportunities in the fields of disaster preparedness and relief.

3) Integrative Resilience in Action: In its report, RHI
outlines the need to “develop a long-term, neighborhood-
wide emergency preparedness plan that identifies and trains
local leaders to create their own social safety net”. To this
end, the organization works beyond emergency preparedness
to develop new programs to address poverty alleviation in
areas as diverse as transportation, safety, medical care, food
access, financial literacy, and employment. It also collaborates
with local organizing groups so that residents may advocate
for long-term repairs to their public housing units “in a way
that best prepares for the future” (RHI, 2013). RHI equally
focuses on the wellbeing of youth, working to enroll them
“in long-term programs focused on education, employment,
and health”, as well as facilitating “access to opportunities
increases personal resiliency and economic self-sufficiency”.

By understanding that economic empowerment, wellbeing,
health, and self-determination are integrative parts of the
same whole, RHI is not only thinking about resilience
as more than the need for disaster preparedness, but is
building the foundation for more equitable and structural
change. This approach is in keeping with the tenets of
“integrative resilience” (Camponeschi, 2022), a three-
pronged approach that acknowledges a more nuanced
understanding of vulnerability, calls for a trauma-informed
approach to interventions, and advocates for a ‘healing
justice’ orientation to service design and policy-making.
Rather than addressing issues in silos, Red Hook’s organizing
acknowledges the systemic nature of climate change and
thus provides scalable interventions with the potential to
make an impact from the personal to the systemic level.

Conclusion. In an age of interlocking crises, municipal
governments must think expansively about resilience—
insisting on measurable, equitable outcomes for their
interventions, committing to meaningfully involving
residents in the resilience planning process, and expanding
their understanding of vulnerability and resilience to reflect
an integrative (Camponeschi, 2022) and ‘multisolving’
(Sawin, 2018) vision for solidarity and adaptation before,
during, and after a disruptive event. Doing so will require the
willingness to trust and empower communities like Red Hook
to articulate their own vision in support of their self-identified
needs, then enhancing their work by equipping them with
the social and material resources they need to meet them.

At the same time, municipal representatives must remain
mindful not to devolve the responsibility for resilience
planning on residents alone—power must be shared in
responsible ways, cognizant of existing barriers and risk
factors (especially between formal and informal governance),
and with a sincere commitment to collaboration, diversity,
and coalition-building. While this is challenging and complex
work, Red Hook’s example is nonetheless powerful because it
creates numerous entry points for replicating its participatory
approach across many areas of the resilience planning process,

providing a valuable best case to guide the implementation
of scalable and responsive local interventions worldwide.
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Fig. 1: Community Disaster Readiness Plan —
Support Services Map

Fig. 2: Mural in Red Hook
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Additional Data

e Gross National Income (GNI): 80,300 USD (High
Income)

e Population Density: 2,736,074 people/km?
e Gini Coefficient: 41.3

e Human Development Index (HDI): 0.927 (Very
High)

e Type of Climate Intervention: Adaptation






