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Introduction
Rebuild by Design sought to reframe the way we think
about engagement. In particular, one of Rebuild by Design’s
objectives was to move beyond the narrow binary proposition of “top down versus bottom up” planning in order to
create a process that finds the optimal intersection between
research and analysis conducted by professionals, and the
goal-setting and commitment to implementation that
needs to come from the community stakeholders in each of
the project locations. In the Rebuild by Design model, the
definition of the problem was itself part of a cooperative
effort between the interdisciplinary teams of professionals
and a diverse group of place-based stakeholders. To this end,
Rebuild by Design introduced the concept of the “project
partner”: local stakeholders that would comprise a coalition, together with the design team, the public and a HUD
CBDG-DR grantee. The role of the coalition was not just
to provide place-based intelligence, but also to help design
the ultimate project and implement outreach efforts to the
larger communities in each location to ensure everyone’s
voices were incorporated into the final design. The coalition
also informed the community on climate change, future
uncertainties and resilience approaches, thus building
capacity beyond the usual suspects and across all sectors.
The assessment of the project proposals in April included
the degree to which the teams had successfully engaged
with project partners to form a coalition, whether they had
together generated the kind of local support and resilience
intelligence that would be needed to implement proposed
projects, as well as demonstrate that they used the feedback
garnered in the process throughout the competition in their
final designs.
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The Rebuild by Design competition demonstrated a commitment to the principle that communities must be the
drivers for resilience and succeeded in creating opportunities for engaging communities in the design and planning
processes. However, the competition process found that
there are many challenges in building and sustaining these
collaborations. These included planning fatigue, the desire
to return to normal, variations in capacity and effectiveness
in different stakeholders, lack of standing in the decision-making process and future uncertainties through the
process of procurement and implementation.

The Rebuild by Design Experience
Program Coordination

A multiplicity of uncoordinated initiatives, even if they are
complementary, can create confusion.
Rebuild by Design was launched at a time when the region
was in the thick of the disaster recovery phase after Hurricane Sandy. As the teams visited the affected communities,
several things were apparent: planning fatigue had set in and
that more inter-agency coordination was needed. Many of
the communities were already in a state of planning fatigue,
or even government fatigue because many organizations and
agencies had already started their recovery programs. The
myriad recovery planning activities were a source of confusion, as it was necessary to explain how Rebuild by Design
was differentiated from other programs, and how it would
relate to the overall recovery effort. The lack of coordination
between recovery programs and disaster relief programs
clearly created a certain amount of planning fatigue if not
skepticism about whether anything would happen in a
timely manner.
Building Back vs. Building Back Better
In the immediate aftermath of a disaster, people often want
to build back to pre-disaster conditions quickly, but this can
exacerbate vulnerability to the next disaster.
The issue of timeliness was a source of tension. Still reeling
from the effects of the immediate crisis, there was an inevitable tension between “build it back quickly” and “build
it back better.” For this reason, Rebuild by Design was on
an extremely aggressive schedule: identifying design teams,
researching the Sandy-affected region, conceptualizing designs, and delivering design proposals and implementation
plans in all of nine months. In terms of civic capacity-building, this aggressive schedule was both an asset and liability.
On the one hand, the sense of urgency made Rebuild by Design relevant, by demonstrating that it was possible to build
it back both fast and better. On the other hand, in those
places where new coalitions of partners needed to come
together, six months was a very compressed time in which
to build understanding and support for projects that will
take perhaps years to implement. From the start, there was a
tension in communities between short-term needs, such as
rebuilding their homes, and long-term visions, such as the
ones pursued by the Rebuild by Design teams. This tension between the desire to rebuild to pre-storm conditions
and the desire to think about long-term solutions made it
difficult to secure buy-in during early stages of Rebuild by
Design.

Understanding the Civic Landscape

Few civic groups have the capacity to plan for climate change
and to support the implementation of long-term design, planning and construction processes.
As introduced above, a centerpiece of the outreach and
engagement effort was the creation of local coalitions. It
was critical that every design proposal have a coalition
comprised of civic partners and partners in local or state
government. But because the civic context was different in
each location, the composition of the coalitions as well as
the kind of interaction between those groups and the teams
varied from project to project. In some cases, a well-established community based organization was able step into the
project partner role. And in some cases entirely new coalitions needed to be formed among organizations that might
otherwise not have joined forces. Each of these configurations has its own set of advantages and disadvantages, but
in the end, Rebuild by Design had to confront several very
familiar dimensions of community-based planning – that
it is much easier to do outreach and engagement when the
civic infrastructure is already in place and that inter-municipal cooperation is difficult to enable. For example, well-established organizations have deep roots in the communities
where they are based and these relationships can be used to
drive attendance and participation at meetings, as well as
build understanding and support for the initiative. Newer
organizations and new coalitions may not have the same capacity to organize local residents or support a design process
as well-established organizations.
Governments and government agencies are also an essential part of the civic landscape. Here again, there are huge
differences in resources, capacity, and effectiveness. Where
projects are limited to a single municipality, a dynamic and
effective mayor is a huge asset, as was the case for Hoboken and Bridgeport. In contrast, the Meadowlands is an
expansive and complex geography that takes in significant
portions of 14 municipalities, each guided by the principles
of “home rule.” Nevertheless, having an agency that encompasses a larger area can aid such a complex geography. On
the other hand, places that encompass one municipality
might have other issues such as limited capacity.
These challenges extend beyond the ability to participate
in the project development phase. Issues of capacity and
resources extend to the long-term maintenance and stewardship of investments. For example if, as in the Meadowlands
or the Lower East Side, a berm is built that is also a kind of
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open space amenity such as a park, a funding mechanism
must be in place to pay for both the maintenance of the
berm structure and for the park and its programming.
Embracing a Diversity of Engagement Formats
Communities must be at the forefront of resiliency. New
ways to communicate climate science and climate risks are
necessary to engage people in these efforts. In addition, a
diverse engagement and outreach strategy is necessary to
enable community driven decision-making and a robust and
supported net of resiliency solutions.
As mentioned above, the role of the project coalitions was
not only to provide place-based intelligence, but also to
help design and implement outreach efforts to the larger
stakeholders in each location. In keeping with the diversity
of configurations among the coalitions themselves and the
wide variations in the civic landscape, the outreach and
engagement efforts varied widely from proposal to proposal.
Rebuild by Design is, by its very name, about the role that
design can play in articulating innovative solutions to
complex problems, in this case, by using design to build
back differently. In fact, design did play an essential role not
only in finding innovative project-based strategies, but also
in collaborating with and educating the project partners
about issues related to resiliency. Most teams started their
outreach efforts by designing compelling graphics and tools
to help communities understand climate risks.
Design teams also used a variety of strategies to engage
with civic groups and communities. These included targeted sessions in which community members generated, and
responded to, design solutions as well as broader events
that generated awareness and excitement around Rebuild
by Design. Each event was designed to obtain different
perspectives. By engaging more deeply with the process of
Rebuild by Design, the teams not only created better design
proposals but also had a lasting impact in communities
around the region.

Building Regional Awareness

Communities can tend to focus on their most immediate and
local concerns, but this makes it difficult to address regional
scale challenges or to recognize the regional implications of
local actions.
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Rebuild by Design is meant to be more than the sum of
individual projects. Recognizing that resilience needs to be
understood at every scale, Rebuild by Design seeks to create
a regional consciousness about these issues. This was manifest in several ways. During the Research Stage (Stage 2),
Rebuild by Design planned tours across the Sandy-affected

A charette at the “All Scales Workshop” in Bridgeport

A model of the “BIG U” berm in the Lower East Side

region so that they could gain this regional perspective. A
series of public programs on issues relating to resilience and
rebuilding were held across the region for design teams to
hear from residents in Sandy-affected communities regarding their experiences and the struggles that still exist.
Working Groups comprised of design team members, the
Research Advisory Group and partner organizations were
organized around cross cutting themes such as governance,
infrastructure and ecology so that the teams could share
insights among the many disciplines represented. In the
Design Phase (Stage 3), a variety of public programs raised
awareness of the Rebuild by Design agenda. These were
complementary and parallel to individual place-based investigations by each of the teams.
Finally, at the conclusion of Stage 3, the teams were also
asked to explain their proposed projects in the context of
their regional-scale research and mapping that was completed in Stage 2. This effort yielded many important insights
and helped build awareness across the region. But it was also
challenged in several ways: Rebuild by Design’s ambition was
to help people think about resilience as more than protecting
against the next big storm – to think about the social resilience of neighborhood networks, the financial resilience of
local economies, or resilience against other weather-related
events such as heat waves or riverine flooding.

Providing Resources for Engagement

Many civic organizations do not have the capacity to participate effectively in long-term resiliency efforts.
Ongoing engagement in the design and planning processes
requires financial resources. While established organizations may have a reliable source of support, some community-based organizations are volunteer-based and do not have
funding either to stage events or pay consultants for technical advice and support. Recognizing that community-based
participation requires resources, Rebuild by Design used
money set-aside from its funders to make small grants to
community-based organizations to help with outreach and
engagement. Funding for outreach and engagement was
used in different ways, depending on the programs, coalitions, and communities’ needs. In the implementation
phase, it may be necessary to identify funding opportunities for the project partners to continue to dedicate time to
these projects.

•

•

•

so – across communities, cities, states – and how to
organize it? What policies or regulatory structures are
needed to get it right?
How can new partnerships among established civic and
governmental groups be facilitated while encouraging
them to more fully embrace resilience as part of their
missions?
How can better awareness of the regional dimensions
of resiliency for civic groups and government agencies
be created? What is the relationship between public
awareness and policy on this issue?
How can community coalitions grow beyond their
local perspectives to encompass a regional approach?

Questions for Discussion
While the Rebuild by Design process made it clear that
resiliency hinges upon social and cultural innovation just as
much as design innovation, it raises many questions about
how to sustain social innovation and engagement, including:
What are the opportunities for increasing government
and civic capacity to address climate change and to achieve
resilience?
• How do we reassure communities that “building back
better” provides a higher level of safety and value than
building back to pre-storm conditions?
• How can we integrate resilience into other types of
planning that can occur before a disaster strikes?
• How can we build the capacity of civic groups in places
where local leadership is necessary to drive climate-resilience?
• How can coalition planning and design inform government processes?
• What is the connection between community-led planning and government processes? Where they diverge,
how can we bridge the gap to strengthen social resilience through broader collaboration?

OMA Team Produced Material to communicate flood risk

What is the potential for a larger campaign that cuts across
individual initiatives to raise regional awareness of issues
related to resiliency?
•

How can federal, state and local rebuilding initiatives
be better coordinated? What is the right scale for doing

An emergency preparedness workshop at the Mercy Learning Center in Bridgeport
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Lessons Learned/What We Heard
The Rebuild by Design Policy Roundtable included a
breakout session targeted at addressing these questions. It
featured moderator Mary Rowe from the Municipal Art
Society with Damaris Reyes, Executive Director of GOLES
(Good Old Lower East Side), Asbury Park’s City Council
Member, Amy Quinn, and Kathleen Dorgan, Principal and
owner of Dorgan Architecture & Planning, offering insights
on the Rebuild by Design process and laying the foundation
for a discussion about moving forward during the implementation phase.

Connect Rebuild By Design Communities

A mechanism should be developed to facilitate communication
between communities in which funded projects will be implemented and those that were not awarded funded projects.
Rebuild by Design made a clear commitment to engaging
with communities and building civic capacity. Throughout
the process, each team invested time and resources into
creating robust coalitions and strong partnerships. In the
aftermath of this process, some communities were selected
to host winning proposals, while others were inevitably left
with little or no new funding but still comprised an energetic core of organizers within their own communities.
The competition and design process should connect both
projects and communities that are not awarded funding
with other forms of support to continue making progress on
critical resilience issues. This would address the issues many
of these communities are currently facing: how to continue
the positive momentum that Rebuild by Design generated
by securing resources and taking action. Without continued
support, communities may in the future feel even greater
distrust towards government interventions.
Tailored Approaches to Capacity Building
Different communities need different kinds of support.
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For communities with established community organizations and experienced community leaders, such as the
Lower East Side (GOLES) and Hunts Point (THE POINT
CDC), increasing civic capacity lies in re-thinking funding mechanisms for community-oriented projects. Traditionally, philanthropy and government entities rely on
intermediaries to allocate funds and, although many of the
community organizations would like to see this funding be
available directly to them, not many of these groups have the
capacity to take this on. Therefore, increasing a community’s
ability to manage grants and engage in re-granting would
expand their capacity to participate in continued resilience
planning.

Where there are few or small community-based organizations, leadership training for community members is essential. One suggestion was to create a “leadership school” run
by community leaders, which would help develop an area’s
organizational capacity. In these communities, funding
and resources should be allocated towards initiatives that
prepare local leaders to drive climate-resilience initiatives in
their communities.

Move Beyond Engagement to Partnership

Community organizations can become more active participants in planning processes, not merely facilitators for outreach.
Several community organizations suggested that they
should have been brought in at earlier stages of the competition when there was more room to shape and direct the
teams’ engagement strategies and design focus to reflect
their needs and concerns. Others suggested that more
funding should be allocated to organizations to expand
their capacity for participation without detracting from
their ongoing work or overwhelming them. Organizations
recognize the benefit of participating in planning initiatives,
but with so many overlapping and uncoordinated programs,
their resources and energy are often stretched thin. Developing proposals to inform and coordinate between the
different stakeholders involved in these long-term, multipronged projects would create greater avenues for consistent
community involvement.

Incorporate Equity Into Resiliency

Resilience-related projects should incorporate equity and
environmental issues to avoid repeating historic patterns and
conditions that increase a community’s vulnerability.
Planning and design initiatives need to acknowledge that
the vulnerabilities exposed in many Sandy-impacted communities are the result of a history of marginalization and a
legacy of previous non-inclusive planning and development
ideologies. Many funding streams or revitalization programs are part of this legacy. Resiliency efforts need to bring
underlying issues such as equity and environmental justice
to the forefront of the rebuilding/rethinking conversation.
Through the Rebuild by Design approach, communities
created coalitions with the goal to strengthen communities
in the long-term. One example is Asbury Park: a divided
community that has been further divided by a series of
urban renewal projects and other policies through previous
decades. The Rebuild by Design approach tried to overcome
the Asbury Park’s physical and ideological divides on a

number of levels. The design teams reached out to various
project partners through the “Scale It Up” parade that
crossed through and connected the city’s disparate zones.
Similarly, the Hunts Point team prioritized ways of tapping
into the collective knowledge of their project partners to
try to incorporate the kind of locally-generated ideas and
research-supported initiatives that have historically met
setbacks through lack of funding or the changing priorities
of the government.

Replicate What Works

Rebuild by Design’s effective model for collaboration should
be incorporated into future resiliency initiatives. It can be
broken into four categories: process, talent, funding, and
leadership.
Process: Rebuild by Design’s unique process brought
design to the forefront of resiliency, pushed for research and
talent before buildings and solutions, emphasized collaboration before design, and fostered communication and
collaboration among government entities, communities,
design teams, and others. The organic process allowed for
different methods of cooperation to interact, coexist, and
share a timeline. Rebuild by Design’s urgency helped accelerate slow processes, such as meetings between government
agencies, and helped intervene in over-hasty rebuilding
plans to bring in academic, professional, and federal experts
who could think about long-term visions for resiliency.
Nevertheless, as mentioned in an evaluation of the competition process conducted by the Urban Institute, Rebuild by
Design “did not establish a clear administrative plan prior
to execution, leading to crisis-driven management during
execution.”1 Incorporating the Rebuild by Design process
more formally into a governmental structure would have
benefits. Institutionalization, however, balances against
the flexibility and dynamism that have been so critical to
the project’s successes. Rebuild by Design’s innovation and
creativity must be carried forward in an organic and flexible
way.
Design: Design and politics are at the heart of our future’s
resilient development. The design approach focuses research
on the broad and specific challenges facing a location. It
creates alliances between governments, developers, industry, designers and scientists working together on new
planning and infrastructure. Design has the capacity to
look back, research our past and explore future scenarios.
As the severity of future climate impacts and uncertainties
increases, decision-makers will be forced to use a design
1
http://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/uploads/files/4decd6ef-e199429e-9323-258926ca44d2-rbd-phase-i.pdf
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driven, political approach to confront these challenges and
catalyze resilient development.
Talent: The best ideas and practices that emerged from Rebuild by Design’s research and proposal stages can help future project developers, communities, and wider networks
of stakeholders create solutions that help communities implement short-term changes in line with long-term visions.
By showcasing the lessons of these pilot projects, Rebuild
by Design can help others to prepare for both recovery and
resilience as they plan for the future.
Funding: Rebuild by Design’s framework leveraged and
catalyzed funding that enabled organizations to partner in
unconventional ways. Philanthropy funded the research
and design phase of the competition, so the proposals that
went before HUD for CBDG-DR implementation funding
were already highly developed. This model allowed for new
types of collaboration between organizations and created
a network of grantees receiving support from multiple
funders. Because of this interwoven tapestry of government
agencies, community organizations, academic institutes,
and philanthropic groups, Rebuild by Design’s initial
funding acted as a catalyst for further grants and a means to
connect initiatives from different agencies.
Inclusive leadership: Rebuild by Design assumed an
important role of facilitating coordination, collaboration,
and knowledge exchange between government agencies,
communities, and different rebuilding efforts. As the focus
shifts to project implementation, this inclusivity could
be lost. Project partners have suggested that Rebuild by
Design’s main role moving forward be to maintain their
leadership position in resiliency efforts: continue to be
thought leaders and advocates of innovation, push proposals forward, spearhead the regional conversation, and
engage and challenge government agencies, designers, and
communities to achieve resilience.

This article originally appeared in the report Policy By Design: Promoting Resilience in Policy and Practice,
REBUILD BY DESIGN, October 2014. http://www.rebuildbydesign.org/data/files/476.pdf
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