


“ “We start a whole new 
chapter of our life ... you 
have to look forward.
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FLOOD
R U S H F O R D ’ S  N E W  C H A P T E R

A F T E R  T H E

In mid-August 2007, a persistent storm 
system hung over the Midwest and heavy 
rainfall was predicted for southern 
Minnesota.  However, the residents of 
Rushford never anticipated that they 
were on the verge of the largest natural 
disaster of their lifetime. During the night 
the town was filled with water. Rescue 
teams worked valiantly to evacuate the 
townspeople, saving lives through their 
quick efforts. But when daylight came, the 
extent of the damage became clear: nearly 
300 homes were damaged or lost; almost 
80 businesses were affected; and hundreds 
of business employees were temporarily 
out of work. State and Federal authorities 
estimated almost $60 million dollars in 
losses and damages to personal property 
and local businesses. Members of this 
small, tight-knit community in the hills 
of southeastern Minnesota experienced 
staggering damages and subsequently led 
an amazing collective recovery effort. This 
report recounts their shared memories of 
the days immediately following the flood, 
memories of recovery and their collective 
wisdom for other communities experiencing 
natural disasters.

This report is based on interviews 
conducted by University of Minnesota 
Extension educators two years following the 
2007 flood. Rushford community members 
representing business owners, city officials, 
farmers, and diverse demographics (singles, 
younger families, older families, etc.), 
were interviewed in June and July of 2009.  
Additional interviews with staff drawn in by 

disaster response organizations and other 
helping agencies were included as well.  
A life-story approach was used to frame 
the interviews of the 44 people. This 
approach maximizes story-telling, with 
few questions asked and participants 
simply sharing their experiences from their 
own perspectives. The interviewers were 
moved by the openness and honesty with 
which community and agency members 
discussed their experiences. This report 
can only provide a glimpse into the richness 
of the stories discussed. The University 
of Minnesota Extension team continues to 
reflect on what participants said and how 
their insight can enhance the development 
of new tools for communities in need.

IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWING THE FLOOD
Tornado sirens were blaring and residents 
struggled to understand what was going 
on in the middle of the night. The flooding 
took everyone by surprise. “We went from 
talking about filling sandbags to evacuating 
people in a two-minute time frame,” said a 
local authority. The quick decision to start 
an evacuation and rescue effort proved to be 
correct. Firemen and emergency personnel 
left their own families and homes to assist 
others in this process. In the end, due to the 
rescue workers’ calm and coordinated ef-
forts, everyone was saved and no lives were 

We start a whole new 
chapter of our life ... you 
have to look forward.

“ “It seems like yesterday, 
but it also seems like a 
lifetime ago
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lost in Rushford. The decisive and 
efficient rescue efforts, which 

several interview participants 
characterized as “heroic,” were 
the first of many significant 
successes. Several community 
members stated with pride and 
gratitude that no lives were lost in 
Rushford. Grieving for the loss of 
things came later, but not having 
to deal with the loss of people 
provided space for them to move 
toward recovery. As one resident 
noted,“The whole community said, 
‘let’s start cleaning up the mess. 
You don’t know what’s going to 
happen, but this is our home.’” 

RECOVERY STORIES
Several critical elements that 
repaired the community’s physical 
and emotional infrastructure 
contributed to the success of 
Rushford’s recovery and helped 
heal people’s lives.

Regaining Normalcy- As families 
grappled with the extent of their 

property losses and the devastating 
condition of their entire town, they 

simultaneously 
committed 
to restoring 
normalcy and 
rebuilding their 
community 
as quickly 
as possible. 
This shared 
vision was 

a unique feature of Rushford’s 
recovery. School leaders would 
succeed in starting the school year 
on time despite what appeared to 
be insurmountable odds. Business 
leaders and owners, who knew they 
were responsible 
for preserving 
jobs in Rushford, 
worked tirelessly 
to reopen as fast as 
possible to provide 
gas, groceries, 
hardware, health 
care, and other 

services. One resident com-
mented that having local jobs and 
functioning businesses gave families 
a reason to stay in Rushford.

The flood propelled local 
business owners to meet daily 
immediately following the flood to 
share information and establish 
collective advocacy efforts that 
would benefit everyone. They 
assessed mutual losses, collected 
critical data, talked about next 
steps and provided  emotional 
support to each other. Data was 
used to apply for assistance 
programs and to brainstorm what 
was needed for the business 
community as a whole. In part, 
due to the collective action of 
business owners, a special session 
of the state legislature approved 
a financial assistance program, 

providing a 90 percent forgivable 
loan with 10 percent to be repaid. 
Coupled with other loan programs, 
over 90 percent of businesses 
reopened.

“The water was unbelievable; 
you couldn’t even see a trailer; 
you couldn’t see tops of 
buildings. It was crazy, and that 
was at 5:30 in the morning.”

“Everybody in this town has 
worked so hard getting things 
back in shape- the school, the 
churches, the post office, the 
banks, everything.”

“The businesses got together every day… 
That was one of the things that was critical 
to how fast Rushford was able to get going.”
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Inner Strengths- Rushford’s 
recovery was aided by the power 
of positive thinking and the deep 
faith of the community. Residents 
commented on how they and others 
looked at the “small miracles” 
around them. They noticed and 
appreciated events and details that 
weren’t as apparent to them before. 
In addition, their inner strength 
and personal toughness kept them 
focused on moving forward in the 
face of a seemingly endless clean-
up and recovery effort. Residents 
shared how they relied upon God 
to help them with their troubles. 
Moreover, surviving the flood and its 
arduous aftermath further solidified 
many people’s belief that material 
possessions are not the most 

important aspect of life. 
As one resident stated, 
“When you have your 
family, your home and 
your health, you’ve got 
everything.”  

Community Strengths- Rushford’s 
collective commitment to succeed 

and thrive fostered new forms 
of community cooperation that 
created resilience. The focus on 
fundraising and controlled fund 
distribution was an asset in the 
town’s overall recovery. 
The community moved 
quickly to establish a non-
profit entity called Rushford 
Area Disaster Alliance 
for Recovery (RADAR).  
RADAR was successful in 
raising significant funds 
quickly. While the group 
initially hoped to raise over 
$200,000, it succeeded in 
collecting over $1,000,000 
for the community.

Rushford benefitted from having 
the right people with the necessary 
skills who could move quickly and 
work as a team. Rushford also 

recovered successfully, in part, 
from the right combination of 
skilled social service providers 
working in harmony to meet the 
community’s needs. The effects 
of both of these elements were 
heightened by a central community  
meeting space, Montini Hall. This 
served as the gathering place 
for residents and volunteers. It 
provided daily meals for weeks, 
serving a total of 55,000 donated 

meals. Montini Hall also provided a 
place where residents could 
make new friends, deepen 
existing friendships by sharing 
successes and struggles, learn 

“It was such an inspiration to get together. 
When we heard all the positive things 
that were happening from all these other 
agencies; we didn’t get down.”

“You might have felt 
alone when you were home 
cleaning and mucking out 
your own house. But when
you went up [to Montini 
Hall]… you felt this 
tremendous sense that you 
weren’t alone.”

“The businesses got together every day… 
That was one of the things that was critical 
to how fast Rushford was able to get going.”

“They all came with volunteers to help and ... 
more than anything [they] gave people here the 
courage to move forward.”
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about financial assistance that 
was available, meet with social 
service staff, and connect with 
case managers. It was the place 
where everyone’s small efforts 
seemed to coalesce to 
create a large amount 
of hope. 

External Help- 
Volunteers came 
from across the 
state and country 
to clean out debris, 
salvage belongings, 
disinfect homes and 
help with major home 
repairs. Building 
materials, clothing, 
furniture, children’s 
car seats, and gift 
cards were donated. 
Case managers from disaster-
related organizations came 
to direct volunteers, broker 
donations, and link residents to 
key resources, including mental 

health services. Even children from 
nearby communities donated school 
supplies, and at every football game 
that season,”the opponent would 
come out [...] with a check from 

their school,” one resident said. 
Rushford’s willingness to accept 
outside support was an important 
element in accelerating the speed 
of recovery.

The poignancy of Rushford’s story 
is that it had the near perfect 
combination of inner resources, 
external supports, local ability, 
volunteer talent, community 
connections, diverse leadership, 

case management, common vision, 
coordination, determination and will, 
to not only survive but thrive. 

COLLECTIVE WISDOM
“I think everybody has changed 
for the better including myself. 
You learn to take things for what 
they are and just respect what 
you have and who’s around 
you to help you out.” This 
comment from a Rushford resident 
embodies the collective philosophy 
of recovery. 

Community is Strengthened- The 
flood, the recovery, and creating 
a “new normal” in everyday life 
has changed families and the 
community. Most interviewees 
shared a renewed appreciation 
for everything around them: 

family, friends, volunteerism and 
service, first responders, and the 
great community in which they 
live. In the wake of the flood, family 
members marveled at the strength 
and resilience they saw in each 
other. One family shared that, “We’ve 
learned we can work together. I 
guess we learned how to be patient 
with each other a lot more. I’ve 
always thought that we had a pretty 
good relationship, but I think it got 
better.”

Collective Remorse- Not every 
aspect of the recovery was 
successful. In the process, the town 
and social service providers learned 
valuable lessons. For example, two 
years later, there appears to be a 

“it was cool how all of the 
different churches worked 
together. The Lutherans 
and the Catholics and the 
Presbyterians and the 
Community Church. Before 
it always seemed like there was 
differences, but it’s really not 
like that anymore.”

“
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“

The community is definitely closer.
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collective remorse about who has 
left the community. Everyone from 
local government agencies, to 
businesses, farmers, and residents 
all agree that some residents, 
especially the poor, renters, 
elderly, and those who lived in the 
trailer court received little help, 
causing many to move away. The 
study interview participants agreed 
the community lost something 
valuable when those individuals and 
families left. There were several 
groups in the community that 
were particularly challenged by 
financial assistance programs. For 
example, several rental property 
owners were surprised that rental 
properties were not classified as 
businesses. They did not qualify for 
assistance, loans or FEMA trailers. 
Therefore, they could not rebuild. 
Interview participants also noted 
that the elderly often did not know 
how to ask for help or refused 
assistance.  Farmers were greatly 
challenged in finding flood recovery 
resources. They had to cope with 
the magnitude of damage to their 
land, crops and livestock, but found 
limited financial supports for their 
effort. No programs were available 
to assist farmers with the loss of 
productivity and the 1-3 feet of 
infertile sediment that remained.

Desire to Help Others- Rushford 
residents were tremendously 
moved by the volunteers who 
came to help. This has given the 
community a collective sense of 
wanting to help others experiencing 
similar disasters. 

Furthermore, people also acquired 
a new appreciation for how they 
worked together to build a better 
community. As one community 
leader said, “We spar back and 
forth when things are good and 
normal, but when something
disastrous happens, everybody 
comes together, and you become 
one and you’re unified as you fight 
the problem.” 

While residents talked about the 
physical and mental toll of the initial 
disaster itself, they now understand 
the long-term nature of recovery.
Two years after the flood, people 
continued to experience physical 
and mental health issues. Some 
participants noted that most mental 
health services were provided on 
a short-term basis and longer 
comprehensive services may have 
been needed.
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everybody about Rushford, that this is a 

hidden part of the state ... and Rushford’s 
come back and better than ever. And 

Rushford’s willing  help other people too.to



Through these shared stories, we have 
learned more about what helps families 
and communities recover successfully 
from disasters. We are developing new 
tools for other communities around the 
state and the nation. As we continue to 
reflect on Rushford’s experience, we 
may find additional ways to help families 
and communities in need. 

PROFILE OF RUSHFORD’S SUCCESSFUL 
RECOVERY
• Quick and calm evacuation
• Collective commitment to restore normalcy and rebuild 
   the town
• Local business community’s efforts to re-open quickly
• Outside volunteers and donations
• People’s inner strength and deep faith
• Volunteer command center’s effective volunteer 
   coordination
• Strong support of churches, faith-based 
   organizations and social service providers 
• Social service providers’ coordination and teamwork
• Centralized case management
• Government funding sources quickly available
• Mental health services
• Establishment of RADAR
• Capable fundraising team 
• Advocacy for business recovery
• Community gathering place (Montini Hall) 
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WHat INDIVIDUaLS/FamILIES CaN 
DO WHEN a DISaStER OCCURS
• Keep a journal of actions taken, contacts
   made, and accomplishments.
• Document everything thrown away. 
• Be patient and try to be positive – recovery 
   takes a long time.
• Talk to a counselor even if you think it is not
   necessary.
• Slow down your financial decision-making 
   process.
• Get advice in understanding the sequence of 
   financial assistance.
• Stay informed and be your own advocate.
• Work with caseworkers, if available.
• Understand that there will be a new or 
   different “normal.”  

WHat INDIVIDUaLS/FamILIES 
CaN DO NOW bEFORE a 
DISaStER
• Take a picture of each room of your 
   house.
• Compile a list of major household 
   items and update annually.
• Keep these documents and other 
   legal and tax documents in a safe 
   deposit box.
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WHat COmmUNItIES CaN DO WHEN a DISaStER HaPPENS
• Connect with Fire Chiefs State Emergency Team (FAST) as soon as possible. 
• Communicate what services are available.
• Have language interpreters available, if needed.
• Connect with communities that have experienced a similar disaster.
• Organize a community long-term recovery committee to focus on fund raising 
   and grant writing.
• Centralize social services and use overall case managers.
• Provide financial assistance education.
• Conduct daily meetings between the business community and residents.
• Buy local if possible.
• Attend to your most vulnerable residents (senior citizens, low income families).
• Utilize an existing volunteer management system.
• Create a confidential database of affected families (if case management is not 
   available).
• Organize an advocacy group to work with the state government on funding 
   needs.
• Create as much normalcy as possible for children.
• Access long-term recovery mental health staff resources for the entire 
   community.
• Plan uplifting community events.

WHat COmmUNItIES CaN DO NOW 
bEFORE a DISaStER
• Maintain an updated disaster plan.
• Participate in a disaster plan larger than your 
   city.
• Join a regional Volunteers Active in a 
   Disaster (VOAD).
• Establish a Red Cross shelter team.

WHat INDIVIDUaLS/FamILIES 
CaN DO NOW bEFORE a 
DISaStER
• Take a picture of each room of your 
   house.
• Compile a list of major household 
   items and update annually.
• Keep these documents and other 
   legal and tax documents in a safe 
   deposit box.
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This project was funded by University of Minnesota Extension.
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