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In less than two years, North Carolina was hit twice by “500-year storms”: Hurricane Matthew in 2016 

and Hurricane Florence in 2018. These storms devastated eastern North Carolina, a region already 

lacking affordable housing stock before back-to-back hurricanes destroyed much of what did exist. 

Extensive wind damage and flooding from Hurricane Florence sent more than 22,000 North Carolinians 

to seek refuge at disaster shelters. Most households were able to leave these shelters and return home 

by accessing FEMA or other types of assistance. However, hundreds of displaced North Carolinians were 

ineligible for FEMA assistance and at risk of becoming homeless.  

Homelessness is often exacerbated by natural disasters. After Hurricane Katrina, 12,000 people were left 
homeless in New Orleans.1 Back@Home North Carolina was created to provide a clear path into housing 
for disaster survivors that, if not for this assistance, would become homeless. By connecting disaster 
survivors to resources and services, the program prevents homelessness by enabling housing stability and 
long-term self-sufficiency. Back@Home North Carolina was designed to fill a housing gap for disaster 
victims by replicating a cost-effective rapid rehousing model that had been implemented in Houston, 
Texas, following Hurricane Harvey in 2017. This program is innovative due to its use of diverse housing 
partners throughout the State of North Carolina, while the Houston program only used the housing 
services of one public housing authority. Tailored toward the unique needs of North Carolinians, 
Back@Home North Carolina’s use of existing resources has transformed a city-wide model into a 
permanent, statewide model with the objective of combatting homelessness for survivors of natural 
disasters. 
 
Program Description 
Back@Home North Carolina began in October 2018 as a $12 million initiative, seeded by philanthropic 
and government funding, to benefit individuals affected by Hurricane Florence who resided in counties 
with a federal declaration of disaster. These individuals did not qualify for FEMA Individual Assistance 
and either resided in a disaster shelter with no safe, stable housing option upon exit or were at risk of 
homelessness.  
 
Through housing navigation services, short-term rental and utility assistance, and case management, 
Back@Home North Carolina provides a stable platform for the state to recover from the hurricane and 
increase resiliency to future disasters. The program used an existing resource, the Emergency Solutions 
Grant program, to develop a framework of housing-focused case management services. Back@Home 
North Carolina also offers a Housing Stabilization Fund to assist families with smaller-scale, one-time 
needs that would have otherwise prevented them from securing safe and stable housing (e.g. utility 
deposits, job placement, credit repair services, moving expenses, small-scale housing rehabilitation and 
modification, or rental arrearages). Households interested in the program must contact NC 2-1-1, a 
statewide 24/7 information and referral service provided by the United Way of North Carolina, to 
complete an assessment. If eligible, the household is then referred to one of four rehousing agencies 
that locate and place program participants into apartments that meet HUD Housing Quality Standards.  
 

                                                           
1 National Coalition for the Homeless. (2009, September). Natural Disasters and Homelessness. Available at 
https://nationalhomeless.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Natural-Disasters-and-Homelessness-Fact-Sheet-
2009.pdf  

https://nationalhomeless.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Natural-Disasters-and-Homelessness-Fact-Sheet-2009.pdf
https://nationalhomeless.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Natural-Disasters-and-Homelessness-Fact-Sheet-2009.pdf
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Outcomes from the Housing for Harvey program in Houston, from which Back@Home North Carolina 
was modeled, show promise for this model of disaster housing assistance. One year later, 87% of the 
334 households who participated in Housing for Harvey had a positive exit at the end of the program, 
5% had a negative exit, and 8% had a neutral exit. 
 
Partnerships 
Back@Home North Carolina is a partnership of state and local agencies. The program is administered by 
the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services (NCDHHS) in partnership with the NC 
Coalition to End Homelessness (NCCEH), the NC Housing Finance Agency (NCHFA) and other state 
agencies and community partners. Immediately following Hurricane Florence, NCCEH brought the gap in 
disaster emergency housing to the attention of Governor Roy Cooper. NC DHHS and NCHFA were 
brought in to help execute this initiative due to the agencies’ prior experience collaboratively 
administering housing programs across the state such as the Homeless Prevention and Rapid Rehousing, 
Key Rental Assistance and Transitions to Community Living Voucher programs.  
 
After NCCEH, NCHFA, and NCDHHS were selected as lead agencies, Back@Home North Carolina quickly 
moved into the implementation phase. Leaders from the three agencies had daily phone calls to 
determine roles and responsibilities for each partner to ensure the successful implementation of this 
program. NCHFA leveraged its experience administering financial assistance, as well as its existing 
partnership with NCDHHS, and agreed to act as a paying agent on behalf of NCDHHS to reimburse rapid 
rehousing partners for housing navigation and rent-related expenses. NCHFA uses the Homelessness 
Management Information System (HMIS) to verify, collect, and track required documentation for these 
expenses. NCHFA leveraged its existing relationship with Socialserve, the nonprofit manager of 
NCHousingSearch.com, an online, searchable database of affordable rental housing across the state, to 
provide a private inventory of Back@Home North Carolina units for rehousing agencies, as well as 
surveys of participating landlords for program evaluation purposes. 
 
NCDHHS administers the federal Emergency Solutions Grant program and has decades of experience 

implementing state and federal homelessness programs, making it well-positioned to administer 

Back@Home North Carolina. Its responsibilities include: developing program guidelines; coordinating all 

partners to ensure efficient and effective use of each partner’s skills, staff and resources; contracting 

with and arranging payment for HQS inspections of potential units; and gathering data and reporting on 

program metrics, goals and disbursements. NCDHHS also established monitoring procedures to ensure 

compliance with the program guidelines and that funds are used for eligible activities. The final lead 

agency, NCCEH, works with communities to end homelessness by developing and implementing data-

driven strategies that are focused on permanent housing. NCCEH uses its existing relationships and 

experience working with housing and service providers and recruits private landlords to participate in 

the program.  

Building on effective partnerships, existing resources and best practices has led Back@Home North 

Carolina to already show successful outcomes within the first months of implementation.  

Outcomes 
Rapid rehousing programs like Back@Home North Carolina have been shown to have better outcomes, 

both in terms of cost-effectiveness and participants’ wellbeing, than other homelessness programs such 
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as transitional housing or emergency shelter. Recent Urban Institute research shows that rapid 

rehousing produces a savings of about $4,000 per household—10% less than the cost of usual care.2 

Hurricane Florence struck in September and by the end of November, Back@Home North Carolina had 

housed 283 people in 131 households. Of these households, 46 (35%) received Housing Navigation and 

Case Management services only, while 85 (65%) received Rental Assistance in addition to Navigation and 

Case Management. Back@Home North Carolina is projected to assist 350 households that were 

assessed in disaster shelters as well as 2,000 or more households that will be served through the 

Housing Stabilization Fund. 

Conclusion 
The trauma felt by natural disaster survivors when they become displaced from housing should not be 
compounded with the experience of homelessness. Back@Home North Carolina is the only available 
resource specifically funded for survivors to obtain housing services when they are unable to access 
FEMA assistance. Back@Home North Carolina’s success to date shows that a rapid rehousing model is 
replicable, scalable to the state level and belongs in the disaster recovery toolkit to help combat 
homelessness.  
 

 

                                                           
2 Batko, S. & Cunningham, C. (2018, October). Rapid Rehousing’s Role in Responding to Homelessness: What the 
Evidence Says. Urban Institute: Metropolitan Housing and Communities Center. 


















