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SANDY RESPONSE
Using Data Visualization to Tell a Story

Goal: To understand and measure the impact of NYLAG’s 
disaster relief efforts, especially for “advice only” clients for 
whom outcomes were unknown.

Steps: 

1. Emphasize data collection from program launch

2. Follow-up: work with consultants to understand what 
data is missing and what to measure

3. Develop a client-centered survey 

4. Evaluate results and develop analysis methodology

5. Design a visually appealing report

6. Use analysis to track and inform service delivery
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• Unique and effective approach to disaster-related legal 
services 

• Community-based intake and triage system
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CASE DEMOGRAPHICS
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OUR IMPACT

ASSESSING THE NEED
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CHALLENGES

Average Length of Case Median Length of Case

All Cases 99 days 67 days

Homeowners/Flood Insurance 127 days 101 days

FEMA/Other Disaster Matters 117 days 104 days

Contractor/Consumer Law 111 days 70 days

Housing 91 days 57 days

Public Benefits 73 days 41 days

Health 69 days 42 days

Family Law 69 days 20 days

Build it Back/NY Rising 65 days 42 days

Advance Planning 39 days 6 days

Other case types 95 days 42 days

Increasingly complex and time-consuming legal matters:

Average length is higher than the median length based on approximately 300 complex cases, 
which have been open for one year or longer
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LOU’S STORY
Lou is a retired officer who lives with his wife and 
invalid mother in Long Beach. The family’s home 
was badly damaged by Sandy, and within days 
mold caused by extensive flooding began to 
spread. Concerned in particular about his mother’s 
health, Lou hired a contractor whose ads he had 
seen papering the neighborhood. The contractor 
seemed legitimate but required a $10,000 cash 
payment up front, which Lou paid, depleting his 
life’s savings. It did not take long to see that the 
workmanship was shoddy, the mold continued 
unabated, and he had been ripped off. As a result 
of the poor living conditions, his mother’s health 
deteriorated further.

He first met NYLAG when the Mobile Legal Help 
Center was in his neighborhood offering free legal 
assistance. NYLAG attorneys helped Lou file a 
police report on the contractor and issued a formal 
written complaint with the New York State Attorney 
General’s office. The attorneys successfully 
mediated on Lou’s behalf and recovered his 
money in small claims court. Now, Lou, his wife 
and mother can move on and begin to rebuild their 
lives.

MARK & CLAUDIA’S STORY
Mark and Claudia Gutierrez sustained severe damage to 
their home during Superstorm Sandy. Their finished 
basement flooded to the ceiling, destroying all furniture 
and valuables, including their computer, television, 
washer/dryer, refrigerator, freezer, boiler and hot water 
heater. High winds also seriously damaged their roof, 
which cracked and leaked, leading them to fear that the 
ceiling in their young son’s bedroom would collapse.
Shortly after the storm, the Gutierrezes had applied for a 
FEMA grant, but their initial request was denied because 
they had both homeowners and flood insurance. 
Unfortunately, the two insurance providers initially offered 
only $35,000 in combined payments, which was woefully 
inadequate to cover the required repairs.
The Gutierrezes sought assistance at their local 
community center where they met with an onsite NYLAG 
attorney. The attorney began by advocating with the 
family’s homeowners insurance provider, writing letters 
that appealed the initial claim decisions, and securing a 
new inspection of the property. After a second inspection, 
the Gutierrezes received an additional $4,550 to help 
make repairs to their roof. At the same time, NYLAG 
drafted a detailed appeal letter to FEMA’s Flood Insurance 
department to secure funds for repairs to the basement. 
This advocacy resulted in additional funds of $20,236 from 
the flood insurer. The assistance secured so far has 
allowed the Gutierrez family to move forward with 
repairing their home and rebuilding their lives.

“Our NYLAG attorney was professional 
and efficient. We’ll always remember 
her kind and encouraging words.”
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OLGA’S STORY
Seventy-four-year-old Olga was scraping by on a fixed income in Far 
Rockaway when Superstorm Sandy hit. Her home was flooded and 
severely damaged, rendering it uninhabitable. She was unable to 
cover the cost of the repairs and was forced to move to a temporary 
rental apartment. Connecting with NYLAG at a local community 
center, Olga informed the NYLAG attorney that she had been 
approved for a government SBA loan of $62,500, which made her 
ineligible to receive a FEMA grant. However, with an annual income 
of only $20,000, coupled with high monthly medical and insurance 
expenses (which she had not known to include in her SBA 
application), Olga would never be able to repay the loan. The 
attorney helped her contact SBA and asked them to reconsider her 
approval by explaining her situation. As a result, SBA agreed to 
cancel the loan, allowing Olga to apply for a FEMA grant instead.
Olga returned to NYLAG after she was approved by FEMA for a grant 
of only $1,562 for personal property damage. She needed much 
more money to cover her home repairs and rental assistance. The 
attorney appealed the FEMA decision, securing Olga an additional 
$4,248 for rental assistance and $8,334 for repairs. When FEMA later 
indicated a plan to recoup $1,400 from the home repair grant, the 
attorney helped Olga document that the funds had been spent 
properly and avoided the recoupment.
Finally, as a condition of accepting FEMA funds, Olga was required to 
purchase flood insurance or face recoupment and disqualification 
from applying for FEMA benefits in the future. She discovered that 
the premium would cost $4,000 per year, which she could not afford. 
Feeling trapped, Olga contemplated returning the money to FEMA. 
Luckily, her attorney researched her options and referred her to a 
more affordable group flood insurance plan that would cover her 
home for three years. As a result, Olga saved approximately $12,000 
in flood insurance premiums over three years and her home is 
protected in the case of future disasters.

“NYLAG provided exceptionally helpful 
advice in a professional and caring way. 
I am forever grateful.”


