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This community, I won't say it surprised me, 
but it impressed me. Yeah, yeah, it did. We 
all came together.

- Vice Mayor Archie 
Pertiller



Introduction
We are Morehead-Cain Scholars from 
UNC-Chapel Hill, and over the past eight 
weeks we have been…

● Creating a historical record of the 
Town’s response to Helene

● Crafting a survey to assess 
residents’ long-term resiliency 
priorities

● Designing social media graphics to 
facilitate effective communication
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How We Approached Our 
Project 

Research & Planning

● Researched Helene and its 

regional impact

● Reviewed Town 

documentation

● Studied the official FEMA 

disaster response processes

Community Immersion

● Engaged with the Black Mountain 

community

● Identified community leaders and 

stakeholders

● Initiated outreach to coordinate 

interviews

Story-Gathering Through Interviews

● Interviewed a diverse range of 

community members and local 

officials

● Gained an understanding of 

community challenges and 

resilience

Synthesis & Reporting

● Analyzed interview and document 

data to identify key themes

● Synthesized all findings and stories 

into a comprehensive final project 

report on the timeline of and 

response to Hurricane Helene



Historical Record
● Created a report on how the Town responded to Helene 

before, during, and after the storm, focusing on:

○ Public Safety & Local Government:

■ Police, Fire, Public Works, Town Administration

○ State and Federal Teams:

■ Incident Management Teams, NC Governor’s Office

○ Community Actors:

■ Local churches, volunteers

○ Lessons learned for future disasters

○ Long-term, ongoing struggles





Long-Term Resiliency Planning

● Created a community survey to understand priorities in 

resiliency & hazard mitigation planning

○ Focus on preferred communication methods

● Designed social media graphics to facilitate information 

sharing

○ Identified essential distribution platforms: Town 

Facebook, Instagram, potentially monthly newsletter





Takeaways 
&

Reflections



Effectiveness of Town Response

Key Takeaways & Reflections

● Adapting in the short-term

● Misinformation

● FEMA processes and long-term recovery outlooks

● Experience of Town leadership

● Strength despite isolation

● Role model for other small towns

● Cross-agency coordination and proactivity 

● Police, Fire, Public Works task force approach

● Town square community meetings

● Municipality quadrant / 3-sector division

Importance of Novel Strategies

Short and Long-Term Communication



Key Takeaways & Reflections 

● Infrastructure back-ups and communication alternatives (Starlink, radios, water independence)

● Press and information streamlining and preparedness

● Formalize Task Force approach 

● Shelters and Safe Zones

● Government and private connections (water access, community distribution sites, pool)

● Civil society, church communities, and volunteers

Power of Community-Building & Connections

Need for Redundancies and Formalization  in Planning



● Success in isolation 
● Proactivity in Municipality coordination
● Powerful sense of community
● Effective supply distribution
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● Multi-system communications failure
● Formal Protocols
● Language and technology equity gaps
● County disconnect

● Lesson learned and future events 
● Harness leadership experience 
● Black Mountain’s response as a blueprint 

● Climate change and increased risk of natural disasters
● Continuity of risk knowledge and disaster experience 

Strengths:

Weaknesses:

Threats:

Opportunities:

Town’s Response 



Long-Term Resiliency Planning

Governance and Operational Structure

Improve Psychological Preparedness

Resilient Infrastructure and Logistics

Community Preparedness & Communication



Governance and Operational Structure

● Formalize the Incident Command System
○ Establish & share EOC access procedures

● Strengthen inter community relationships 

● Codify emergency SOPs 



Resilient Infrastructure and Logistics

● Build a redundant communication network that can be used in disasters

● Ensure critical facilities

● Enhance water system resilience

● Establish a Volunteer & Donation Management Plan



Community Preparedness & Communication

● Develop a unified public information strategy 

● integrate a Spanish language resource

● Formalise a public shelter and support agreement 



Improve Psychological Preparedness

● Prioritise first responder well being 

● Expand risk assessments and flood plain assessments 



Voices from Helene



Voices from Helene

"The town has not done an effective job of continuing to communicate its 
disaster response long-term with people who are not technologically 
engaged... No little bit. Drop the little bit. Totally. Totally. We're totally on our 
own." - John and Valorie Snell

"We are now trapped in Black Mountain, we are an island. And nobody's 
coming in to help us, nobody's coming out." - Police Chief Parker 

Challenges in Aid & Rescue

Communication Challenges

"We had people take on feet of water in their home or business that were outside 
of both the hundred and five hundred year flood plains." - Anne Phillip



Voices from Helene

"Without good staff, you're a boat sitting in the water with no rudder. You've 
got no direction, so you're only as good as what your staff is, which I'm very 
thankful to have really good, skilled staff, for one." - Jamey Matthews

Leadership Response

"Their success was really credited to their leadership. It was clear that the 
town manager... police chief... fire chief... and the public works director... 
All really four fabulously strong leaders that had really good, clear working 
relationship with each other. They understood their lane." - Kirby Saunders



Our Experience: Black 
Mountain Strong

Community Resilience Intersystem 
Collaboration Equity



● Community is built in actions, 
not words

● Once you become a part of a 
community, people are more 
likely to open up to you and tell 
you their stories

Community



● Full recovery from a disaster requires 
becoming stronger for the next one

● Need for tangible, concrete changes to 
address gaps

Resilience



● Recovery requires 
government & 
community actors at all 
levels to work together

● Not a unilateral process

Intersystem 
Collaboration



● Necessity of 
equitable 
recovery and 
resiliency 
planning

● Ensuring 
access to 
public 
information 
(emergency & 
recovery)
○ Language
○ Technology / 

Age
Equity



Personal Reflection
Before our internship, none of us were familiar with 

Black Mountain or what it meant to recover from a 

natural disaster. Since arriving in Black Mountain in 

May, we have…

● Immersed ourselves in the community

● Gained insights into how a small town operates

● Inspired & moved by the stories of heroism and 

sacrifice that the community shared with us



Pam King

Some of the faces we’ve met…

FIre Chief 
Coffey

Police Chief 
Parker

Jessica Trotman Josh Harrold 

Wesley Barker Jamey Matthews Lisa Jennings Scott Elliott Anne Phillip



IMG_5634.MOV

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1JzOXUWedudi_zQvvJm14ikzL3OYlaem8/view


THANK YOU!



QUESTIONS? 
COMMENTS?
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