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Fires and floods are eviscerating U.S. 
communities, intensifying the housing crisis
By ROBBIE SEQUEIRA 
Stateline.org (TNS)

After nearly a month, the Ea-
ton and Palisades wildfires that 
ravaged California have been 
contained. But for Southern 
California and state agencies, 
another challenge lies ahead: 
helping people find homes.

The wildfires levied signifi-
cant long-term damage, with 
thousands of homes destroyed, 
billions in damages and a wors-
ening of the state’s housing and 
homelessness crises. Even be-
fore the fires, California already 
had a shortage of 1.2 million af-
fordable homes, with Los Ange-
les County alone facing a deficit 
of 500,000 units.

“This tragic loss will certain-
ly make the housing crisis more 
acute in multiple ways,” said 
Ryan Finnigan, an associate 
research director at the Terner 
Center for Housing Innovation 
at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley. “L.A. continues 
to need vastly more affordable 
housing, and people displaced 
from lost affordable units might 
need the most support to be-
come stably housed again.”

Even those displaced from 
market-rate or high-end hous-
ing will face challenges in an 
already tight market, with thou-
sands searching for housing 
at once – likely driving prices 
even higher for everyone.

Natural disasters are wors-
ening the U.S. housing crisis, 
upending the home insurance 
market, and reducing housing 
options – particularly for low-
er-income residents. And that 
trend will likely grow as disas-
ters become more frequent and 
severe.

Climate change, experts warn, 
is the world’s fastest-growing 
driver of homelessness, displac-
ing millions of people annually. 
In 2022 alone, disasters forced 
32.6 million people worldwide 
from their homes, according to 
a 2023 report by the Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Cen-
tre.

If trends continue, 1.2 billion 
people globally could be dis-
placed due to disasters by 2050, 
according to the international 
think tank Institute for Econom-
ics & Peace.

The consequences are already 
playing out.

After the 2023 Maui wildfires, 
homelessness in Hawaii rose by 
87 percent. With Los Angeles’ 
fires destroying about six times 
as many homes, experts predict 
that California’s homeless pop-
ulation will surge dramatically 
in 2025.

“Natural disasters cause a 
massive spike in homelessness,” 
said Jeremy Ney, a macroeco-
nomics policy strategist who 
studies American inequality. 

“The primary goal of relief or-
ganizations like the Red Cross 
is to prevent people from be-
coming permanently unhoused 
– but for many, it can take a de-
cade or more to recover.”

A long path to recovery
According to the Migration 

Policy Institute, 3.2 million 
U.S. adults were displaced or 
evacuated because of natural di-
sasters in 2022, with more than 
500,000 still unable to return 
home by the end of the year.

The recovery timeline can be 
grueling. In North Carolina, 
state officials managing Hurri-
cane Helene’s recovery warned 
that key federal funding for 
home reconstruction could be 
delayed for months – possibly 
into next fall, according to NC 
Newsline.

In the event of a disaster, the 
Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency, known as FEMA, 
focuses on shorter-term relief, 
offering emergency shelters, di-
saster unemployment assistance 
and grants for rebuilding. State 
agencies, though, are tasked 
with the long-term projects, 
such as making infrastructure 
repairs and developing housing 
initiatives, said Samantha Bat-
ko, a senior fellow in the Hous-
ing and Communities Division 
at the Urban Institute.

“Disaster relief programs like 
FEMA focus on short-term re-
covery, whereas homelessness 
response systems struggle with 
long-term systemic challenges,” 
said Batko. “People who live 
in unsheltered places during 
disasters, like on street corners 
or in cars, have higher exposure 
to ash [from fires] and debris, 
which leads to more health is-
sues and emergency room vis-
its.”

At the time of the Eaton fire, 
Los Angeles’ Skid Row was 
home to roughly 2,200 unshel-
tered people, experiencing some 
of the worst air quality effects, 
according to Batko, who co-au-
thored a report on the issue for 
the institute.

Los Angeles’ homelessness 
crisis was already dire: Last 
year, Los Angeles County had 
just 27,000 shelter beds for 
75,000 unhoused residents. 
The fires have now left thou-
sands more without homes, fur-
ther straining an already over-
whelmed system.

“The relevant governments – 
state and federal agencies, L.A. 
County and its 88 cities – must 
be on the same page to mount 
an organized and effective re-
sponse,” said Finnigan, of the 
Terner Center for Housing In-
novation.

There may be another twist 
coming.

When President Donald 
Trump visited western North 

Carolina last month, he floated 
the idea of eliminating FEMA 
and leaving disaster response 
to the states, with federal reim-
bursement of some costs. He has 
since signed an executive order 
calling for a full assessment of 
FEMA and recommendations 
for “improvements or structur-
al changes.” State emergency 
managers quickly responded 
that they need FEMA’s involve-
ment.

Insurance challenges
Disaster recovery is not equal: 

Homeowners with insurance 
typically rebound the fastest, 
as policies cover much of the 
rebuilding costs. But as climate 
disasters intensify, the insur-
ance market has begun to unrav-
el. In 2023, insurers lost money 
on homeowners’ coverage in 18 
states – more than a third of the 
country – according to a New 
York Times analysis.

It’s led to an insurance cri-
sis – rising premiums, reduced 
coverage or insurers pulling out 
altogether – a trend that began 
in California, Florida and Loui-
siana but that has spread across 
the country.

Even before this winter’s fires, 
these insurance issues would 
have been a defining legislative 
issue for California, predicted 
Alexandra Alvarado, director of 
education and marketing at the 
American Apartment Owners 
Association, an industry lobby-
ing group.

“There’s a great anxiety from 
… property owners on whether 
they will be insured or covered 
when another wildfire or a simi-
lar event costs them their home, 
and whether it’s worth it to re-
build and start over,” Alvarado 
told Stateline in December. “I 
think it’s going to be on the ra-
dar of lawmakers not just in our 
state, because we’re seeing this 
play out in other states as well.”

During the fires, California In-
surance Commissioner Ricardo 
Lara reminded insurers of their 
legal duty to cover mudslide 
damage caused by recent wild-
fires, as colder, wetter weather 
raises risks, particularly for Los 
Angeles County wildfire survi-
vors.

Already, State Farm, the larg-
est home insurer in California, 
has asked the state to approve 
“emergency” rate hikes because 
of the fires, seeking an average 
22 percent increase for home-
owners and 15 percent for rent-
ers.

Barriers for  
lower-income residents

The long-term recovery pro-
cess is filled with hurdles – es-
pecially for low-income and 
marginalized communities.

Lower-income households 

are disproportionately vulnera-
ble to climate disasters; they’re 
also disproportionately harmed. 
Residents may reside in older, 
high-risk homes that are more 
susceptible to destruction. In 
some places, lower-income 
neighborhoods were built in 
low-lying flood plains because 
land was cheaper or red-lining 
kept families of color from liv-
ing elsewhere.

Many households cannot af-
ford homeowners or flood in-
surance, and strict eligibility 
criteria may prevent them from 
qualifying for disaster relief 
loans, said Katie Arrington, 
a disaster recovery expert for 
Boulder County, Colorado.

Renters, mobile home residents 
and uninsured households often 
can’t afford homes comparable 
to the ones lost to disaster. With-
out financial safety nets, many 
displaced residents face an im-
possible choice: endure months 
or years of instability, or leave 
their community altogether.

“People with insurance have 
an easier time recovering than 
people without it. Homeown-
ers, in general, recover more 
easily than renters,” Arrington 
said. “There’s a spectrum, from 
homeowners with full insurance 
to renters without insurance, 
and each group faces very dif-
ferent recovery timelines.”

One major barrier to recovery 
for renters is the post-disaster 
surge in housing costs. A Brook-
ings Institution report published 
in October 2023 shows that ef-
fective rents typically rise 4 per-
cent after a disaster and remain 
elevated for at least five years.

In the past few weeks in Los 
Angeles, fire-affected neighbor-
hoods such as Venice and Santa 
Monica saw rents surge by 60-
100 percent within days, fueling 
calls for stronger enforcement 
of California’s anti-price goug-
ing laws.

California lawmakers in Janu-
ary allocated billions in funding 
to state and federal government 
relief efforts and put an imme-
diate moratorium on evictions. 
The governor’s office also has 
issued an executive order pro-
hibiting Los Angeles-area land-
lords from evicting tenants who 
provide shelter to survivors of 
the Los Angeles-area firestorms.

Experience and luck
For many municipalities, 

past experience is the only real 
preparation for disaster recov-
ery. And sometimes, a bit of 
luck helps, too.

In 2021, the Marshall Fire in 
Colorado forced the evacuation 
of 35,000 residents in Boulder 
County and destroyed nearly 
1,000 buildings. County offi-
cials say their response bene-
fited from both preparation and 
circumstance.

“Some of our success was 
due to experience, but some of 
it was luck. We had a vacant 
county-owned building avail-
able to house the disaster assis-
tance center, which allowed us 
to act quickly,” said Arrington, 
the disaster response manager 
for Boulder County. “If we had 
needed to rent or find a less-cen-
tral location, the response would 
have been slower.”

Across the U.S., states are 
grappling with similar chal-
lenges.

In North Carolina, state-led 
efforts such as the Back@Home 
program helped rapidly rehouse 
approximately 100 displaced 
households after Hurricane 
Florence in 2018, and later 
helped nearly 800 households 
find more permanent homes. 
The program has since become 
a model for addressing disas-
ter-fueled displacement.

Similarly, after Tropical 
Storm Helene last fall, Ashe-
ville, North Carolina, allocated 
$1 million in rental assistance 
to prevent displacement. While 
Red Cross and state-run shelters 
were scheduled to close by Nov. 
10, the city coordinated with the 
WNC Rescue Mission to keep 
one shelter open longer for the 
remaining displaced residents.

By Dec. 31, 2024, all nine re-
maining shelter participants had 
secured exit plans – ensuring 
no one was left without a place 
to go, according to the city’s 
spokesperson, Kim Miller.

Hawaii also has launched 
large-scale relief initiatives. In 
response to the 2023 Maui fire, 
HomeAid Hawaii, in partner-
ship with the state, developed 
interim housing solutions for 
1,500 displaced residents for up 
to five years.

“Disaster-driven homeless-
ness requires targeted programs 
that meet the needs of people at 
risk,” said Batko, of the Urban 
Institute. “States must integrate 
housing policy into emergen-
cy preparedness, or they’ll find 
themselves overwhelmed when 
the next disaster strikes.”

In Colorado, Boulder County 
has managed to rebuild or begin 
construction on about two-thirds 
of the homes that were lost.

Boulder County is aiming for 
an ambitious 90 percent re-
covery rate, meaning 9 of 10 
displaced households will find 
a new homes in the area. But 
even that success comes with 
a twinge of mourning for what 
was lost.

“We started this recovery with 
a goal to get close to 90 percent, 
so we’re proud,” Arrington said. 
“But we also recognize that 
some parts of the community 
have changed forever.”
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An aerial view of a couple meeting with a FEMA representative while searching through the remains of their home which burned in the Eaton Fire on Jan. 19 in Altadena, California. They said 
they plan to rebuild.


