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Executive Summary 

This study assessed and then determined how to begin to address the resource and capacity 
needs of hazard miƟgaƟon planners in the interior South Central United States. The focus 
group-based research study involved 31 parƟcipants who worked in one or more low-capacity 
jurisdicƟons (that is, those that lacked grant management or technical capacity, resources, or 
public or poliƟcal support with respect to hazard miƟgaƟon) across Oklahoma, Arkansas, Texas, 
and Louisiana. ParƟcipants were planners, emergency managers, and related oĸcials whose 
work spanned approximately 160 jurisdicƟons. The study was approved by the University of 
Oklahoma InsƟtuƟonal Review Board (study #15610). Four research quesƟons were addressed 
through four rounds of state-based focus groups that took place between May 2023 and 
February 2025. The topics included current barriers to addressing hazard-related challenges, 
capaciƟes and capabiliƟes needed to address those challenges, including accounƟng for climate 
change, how an exisƟng Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) Region 6 hazard 
miƟgaƟon planning template could be improved, and training needs. 

Researchers at the Southern Climate Impacts Planning Program partnered with the NaƟonal 
Hazard MiƟgaƟon AssociaƟon to conduct the study and begin to develop resources that 
resulted from the Įndings. Aside from persistent funding needs and the need for FEMA 
requirements to be streamlined, the following were idenƟĮed to be the primary capaciƟes and 
resources needed to improve hazard miƟgaƟon planning and implementaƟon across the region: 

 

Supplemental materials have been produced to begin to meet some of the capacity needs. 
Those materials include an improved hazard miƟgaƟon planning guide, list of eight training 
objecƟves, list of hazard miƟgaƟon messaging techniques, and a hazard miƟgaƟon acƟon 
database design concept. They are available at www.southernclimate.org. 

The results of this study may not be generalizable across the enƟre four-state region, let alone 
all 50 states. AddiƟonally, this study does not reŇect any policy changes that were implemented 
at FEMA beginning January 2025. 

http://www.southernclimate.org/
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Introduction 

Hazard miƟgaƟon (HM) planning provides an opportunity for local governments to assess the 
risks and impacts their residents and infrastructure face from natural hazards and take acƟon to 
reduce them. Hazards such as tornadoes, severe winds, damaging hail, riverine and Ňash 
Ňooding, and ice storms cause several billion dollars in damage every year and costs have been 
escalaƟng1. The increase is due to a combinaƟon of factors including populaƟon growth, 
increased severity of some events, and local and state governments more eīecƟvely tracking 
costs. Having a Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)-approved hazard miƟgaƟon 
plan (HMP) in place not only helps local oĸcials steward assets and resources well, but it also 
enables a jurisdicƟon to be eligible for certain types of federal funding.  

During the last quarter century, HMPs have proliferated2 and jurisdicƟons have beneĮƩed from 
the dollars that have Ňowed to them as a result. But as seen in Figure 1, many jurisdicƟons in 
the South Central U.S. (deĮned here as Oklahoma, Arkansas, Texas, and Louisiana) have expired 
(yellow) or no approved hazard miƟgaƟon (HM) plan (gray). The general paƩern has persisted 
for years. 

 

Figure 1.Local hazard miƟgaƟon plan status maps from 31 March 2022 and 24 January 2025. Source: Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (2022, 2025). 

Some research has been conducted to understand the barriers to HM planning and 
implementaƟon345678 and anecdotal reasons have been cited by hazard miƟgaƟon professionals. 
Formal studies are lacking, especially for inland locaƟons with small populaƟons and low-
capacity. To beƩer understand the capacity and resource needs of hazard miƟgaƟon planners in 
low-capacity areas of the South Central region, the Southern Climate Impacts Planning Program 
and NaƟonal Hazard MiƟgaƟon AssociaƟon partnered to conduct a focus group-based study on 
the topic. Here, low-capacity is deĮned as a community that lacks one or more of the following 
with respect to hazard miƟgaƟon: experƟse to apply for and/or manage federal grants, technical 
experƟse (e.g. engineering, GIS, natural hazards), resources, and/or public or poliƟcal support.  
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Purposeful sampling9 was employed to recruit planners, emergency managers, and related 
oĸcials who work in a self-idenƟĮed low-capacity community in the region of interest. Thirty-
one parƟcipants enrolled in the study and were assigned to state-based cohorts. The most 
common reason parƟcipants considered their jurisdicƟon to be low-capacity was staĸng (n = 
11), including lack of staī altogether (n = 8) or lack of knowledgeable staī (n = 3), followed by 
funding (n = 5), small populaƟon (n = 3), and lack of buy-in from community members (n = 2). 

Four rounds of focus groups were conducted with each cohort between May 2023 and February 
2025 (3 virtual, 1 in-person; 12 total meeƟngs). AƩriƟon occurred due to job changes or other 
reasons, and only 17 parƟcipated in the fourth round of focus groups. Almost all parƟcipants (n 
= 28) worked in the public sector while three parƟcipants worked in the private sector. 
Altogether, the parƟcipants worked in approximately 160 
local jurisdicƟons (ciƟes, towns, counƟes, and/or parishes) 
across the four states. The University of Oklahoma 
InsƟtuƟonal Review Board (IRB) approved the study 
(#15610). SpeciĮc geographic locaƟon informaƟon cannot 
be disclosed due to IRB constraints. 

Below are the major Įndings, resulƟng from four research 
quesƟons that included 40 discussion quesƟons and two 
online surveys. 

 

Barriers to Addressing Current Hazard-Related Challenges 

Reasons why the parƟcipants’ jurisdicƟons are unable to address their hazard-related 
challenges include inability to meet monetary thresholds, Ɵme, lack of awareness by decision 
makers and public stakeholders of the importance of HM, staī experƟse, the HMP not being an 
impacƞul plan in and of itself, and informaƟon on the HM acƟons that are even possible to 
take is limited. ParƟcipants also expressed a general senƟment that there is a lack of return on 
their Ɵme investment for compleƟng a HMP, and that too much eīort is required to try to 
obtain grant funding, especially if they have liƩle chance of successfully compeƟng against 
larger jurisdicƟons.  

The parƟcipants’ largest frustraƟons with the enƟre HMP process or requirements are explained 
by three categories: 1) Having to frequently re-educate local high level decision makers, 2) 
certain FEMA requirements (unrealisƟc beneĮt cost analysis thresholds, extraneous details), 
and 3) perceived lack of communicaƟon between FEMA, the states, and the locals. 

 

Figure 2. Map of the study’s 
geographical region and number of 
parƟcipants associated with each state.  

10 
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Additional Capacities and Capabilities Needed Overall and to Account for 
Climate Change 

CapaciƟes and capabiliƟes that are needed for HM planning overall include: building a HM 
workforce that has the needed experƟse (most common response), training on how to 
navigate grant applicaƟon processes and managing a grant, beƩer uƟlizaƟon of regional 
planning organizaƟons, a markeƟng campaign to increase the urgency for HM planning and to 
showcase available resources, cross-departmental communicaƟon, and involving the 
community. The skilled workforce need repeatedly surfaced. One parƟcipant explained, “I have 
staī, but not necessarily people who have the needed knowledge or skillsets.” 

Factors that would help the parƟcipants remain engaged in hazard planning and miƟgaƟon 
processes were improved awareness of HM importance, shorter plans and/or fewer planning 
requirements, experiencing the beneĮts of planning and grant applicaƟon eīorts (i.e., actually 
geƫng proposed projects funded), and having more Ɵme to parƟcipate in the process. 

SpeciĮc to climate change, parƟcipants expressed a need for educaƟon and outreach (short, 
digesƟble, de-poliƟcized statements relevant to their local contexts and community values), 
how to communicate about climate change and hazards informaƟon in such a way that is salient 
to a municipal or county scale, more local data, and for Ňooding, shiŌing beyond the “100-year 
Ňood” paradigm. A few parƟcipants were unsure what was needed or said the topic 
overwhelmed them and they did not know how it applied to their local jurisdicƟon. While there 
was some variaƟon across states, some parƟcipants expressed that the term climate change can 
cause division. One parƟcipant said, “climate change is a hot topic that can make people upset”.  

 

Hazard Mitigation Planning Template Improvements 

A primary study focus was to assess the usefulness of an exisƟng HM planning template that is 
available through FEMA Region 6. Prior to invesƟgaƟng how the planning template should be 
improved, a baseline assessment was conducted. Of the 19 parƟcipants who responded to a 
survey, 16 had not used the exisƟng FEMA Region 6 template or were not sure if they or their 
jurisdicƟon had used it. The template includes three major secƟons: planning process, risk 
assessment, and miƟgaƟon strategy. Of the three secƟons, parƟcipants most commonly said 
they had trouble answering the miƟgaƟon strategy secƟon. 

In some cases, a planner or emergency manager’s inability or diĸculty to complete a parƟcular 
element may be due to inconsistent review criteria at the state or federal level, or a lack of 
interest among their local stakeholders. For example, one parƟcipant explained,  
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In my experience, the state and FEMA don’t give a lot of feedback on what could be improved. 
It’s more of a pass/fail plan review. I use the same template for several jurisdicƟons and 
depending on who reviews the plans, they get kicked back for a variety of reasons.  

Another said,  

The hardest elements to complete have been the parƟcipaƟon. We have a hard Ɵme trying to get 
the public involved, and even geƫng representaƟves from each jurisdicƟon to aƩend the 
meeƟngs. 

To Better Align with the Capabilities and Capacities of Low-Capacity Communities: 

• update the references associated with the various FEMA handbooks 

• include a glossary of terms 

• add hyperlinks to deĮniƟons and resources when relevant 

• clarify monitoring and evaluaƟon requirements 

• allow strategies that reduce the length of the plan such as hyperlinks and streamlining 
the hazard deĮniƟons and descripƟons requirement 

• include contact informaƟon relevant to state government and FEMA points of contact 

• include the “why” behind certain elements needed using a diīerent font color 

• showcase successful miƟgaƟon examples 

One parƟcipant commented that the exisƟng FEMA R6 template is probably suĸcient for larger 
jurisdicƟons who have more resources and knowledge, but a more detailed version is needed 
for smaller jurisdicƟons. 

To Advance Climate Resilience and Disaster Risk Reduction More Broadly: 

As noted by some parƟcipants, a planning template that links to or references relevant 
incenƟve programs and grant opportuniƟes beyond FEMA or the FEMA HM grant program 
(HMGP) would help local oĸcials understand how their planning process can be used to have a 
broader impact. AddiƟonally, staƟng municipal or county programs or regulaƟons that are 
relevant to HM and might exist for a jurisdicƟon would be beneĮcial. Establishing an ordinance 
that integrates relevant plans (e.g., HMP and Ňoodplain) would help reduce disaster risk more 
broadly. Some parƟcipants said, however, that some rural counƟes have very few plans, if any. 
There might not be a plan in which to integrate HM. 

In light of the study Įndings the 2015 version of the FEMA Region 6 HM planning template was 
updated and re-named to Hazard MiƟgaƟon Planning Guide. The recommended improved 
version, which would need to be approved by FEMA Region 6 to become operaƟonal and may 
need further revision to reŇect recent policy changes, is provided as supplemental material. 
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Training Needs 

ParƟcipants were very interested in addiƟonal training, especially if some of the material is 
tailored to their region or state. One parƟcipant who was relaƟvely new to hazard miƟgaƟon 
planning asked, “Am I alone in feeling like there is no good training on this?” Another parƟcipant 
said, “The state needs as much training as we do. They’re [state agency] stretched very thin.” 
Comments were received about some of the exisƟng training that is provided by FEMA being 
too broad (naƟonal scale) and/or not very relevant to the capacity of smaller and rural 
jurisdicƟons. Several parƟcipants said that in-person training is most eīecƟve, but 
acknowledged the associated costs. A way to limit the cost associated with aƩending trainings 
would be to have an iniƟal training be in person followed by asynchronous virtual trainings. 
ParƟcipants recommended that online trainings be delivered via short modules (20-30 minutes) 
and for conƟnuing educaƟon credits to be oīered. 

Eight training objecƟves were developed and reĮned based on parƟcipant feedback. The 
objecƟve topics include HMP and grant applicaƟon best pracƟces, messaging techniques, the 
future condiƟons requirement, maximizing beneĮt-cost analyses, navigaƟng the acƟon 
database, monitoring and evaluaƟon, and managing a FEMA grant. The list of training 
objecƟves is provided as supplementary material. 

 

Additional Needs Identified 

Beyond the need to improve the HM planning guide and develop training materials based on 
the aforemenƟoned topics, three addiƟonal needs were idenƟĮed. A summary is below. 
Example messages and the acƟon database design concept are provided as supplementary 
material. 

1. Develop message techniques that can help planners and emergency managers more 
eīecƟvely communicate the importance of HM. 

Relevant messages include that HM saves lives, saves jurisdicƟons and residents money, 
preserves property, and helps minimize disrupƟons to people’s lives. For high level oĸcials, 
relaƟng HM acƟons to cost savings and economic impacts is important. One parƟcipant stated, 
“. . . even $100-200K is a lot of money for rural counƟes.”  

2. Develop message techniques that can help planners and emergency managers 
communicate the relevance of climate change to their local communiƟes in ways that 
align with community values. 
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Relevant messages include talking about future condiƟons, impacts, hazards, extreme events, 
loss of life, and economic impacts. Climate change message turn-oīs include doomsday 
messaging, the term global warming, the term climate crisis. One parƟcipant provided context. 
“Some of our areas are dealing with other issues, economic issues, so climate is not the crisis,” 
they noted. 

3. Develop a resource that describes HM acƟons that are possible to take, and especially 
those that are realisƟc for low-capacity communiƟes (i.e. not cost-prohibiƟve). 

Recommended hazard miƟgaƟon acƟon database elements include the following: 

• Primary content: Title of acƟon/project, broad project category, price range esƟmate, 
brief descripƟon, funding source example 

• Secondary content: ObjecƟves met, cost-beneĮt analysis esƟmate, photo(s) of 
completed project, list of relevant government authoriƟes/departments who have 
jurisdicƟon over a parƟcular risk or hazard. 

• Interface design and funcƟonality: Summary with ability to dig deeper, search funcƟon, 
ability to save acƟons, Įlters. 

 

Conclusions 

Progress has been made since the Disaster MiƟgaƟon Act (DMA) was passed in the year 20002. 
There is liƩle doubt that the DMA has made communiƟes safer and that communiƟes have 
beneĮƩed from plans and local, state, and federal eīorts. But progress has stalled, impacts and 
costs from natural hazards conƟnue to increase, and reforms and resources are needed. 

Aside from addressing the immediate need to improve the HM planning guide and the ever-
present need to develop funding strategies, there is also a signiĮcant need to develop a 
workforce that is more knowledgeable about HM planning and implementaƟon and possesses 
the necessary technical and collaboraƟve experƟse. Tackling hazard-related problems requires 
collaboraƟve, interdisciplinary approaches, and criƟcal and innovaƟve thinking. Beyond training 
and workforce development, local oĸcials are in need of a more comprehensive resource they 
can use to determine how to beƩer protect the people and economic assets that reside in their 
jurisdicƟons (e.g., an HM acƟon database). 

Reforms associated with FEMA requirements are also desired. While it is appropriate to strive to 
raise the expectaƟons of locals to account for longer planning Ɵmescales and changing risk 
landscapes when relevant, Ňexibility with certain requirements is likely needed to beƩer align 
with the realisƟc capacity of a large porƟon of U.S. communiƟes. Eighty-Įve percent of U.S. 
municipaliƟes have populaƟons of less than 10,000 people10. ParƟcipants desired plan 
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requirements and reviewers that are less focused on what are someƟmes viewed as trivial 
aspects of the plan, and more focused on the intent behind a jurisdicƟon’s plan while also being 
cognizant of the reality of the local context in which they live, work, and play. This would enable 
more local jurisdicƟons to have approved plans rather than them geƫng bogged down with 
inconsequenƟal details and processes that prohibit progress. 

Finally, it is worth noƟng that the Įndings reported here on local workforce and funding 
challenges align with a recently published study11 that reported on the perspecƟves of state 
emergency management agency representaƟves.  

Study Limitations: 

The limitaƟons of this study include enrolling fewer parƟcipants than the planned goal of 10 per 
state, limited representaƟon from Louisiana, and inability to account for policy changes that 
were implemented at FEMA beginning January 2025. The results may not be generalizable 
across the enƟre four-state region, let alone all 50 states. 
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