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The Asheville Citizen, using a borrowed gasoline engine to run its 

presses, described the devastation caused by The Flood in its July 17, 

1916, edition: “Exacting an unknown toll of death, with a property loss 

exceeding three million dollars, Asheville today is absolutely isolated 

from the outside world, is a city of darkness void of ordinary 

transportation facilities, and finds herself helpless in the grasp of the 

most terrible flood conditions ever known here.”









• 10-15 in of rain BEFORE 
Helene

• Mountains: 
• Enhanced rainfall
• Funneled runoff





100+ deaths in WNC, 250 deaths 
across 7 states

120,000 homes destroyed or 
damaged in WNC

Asheville: 53 days without potable 
water. 

$80b in total estimated damage
$60b in WNC

4% additional unemployment in 
the region, Mitchell County worst 
unemployment in the state – 10%







• Roughly 10 
churches in the 
presbytery 
damaged 
significantly

• Three are 
completely gutted 
and unusable: 
Marshall, Green 
Mountain, 
Micaville



Grace Covenant PC: 

Over $4.5m in rent 
assistance



Presbyterian Disaster Assistance/PWNC
• THREE host sites for volunteer 

teams in the Presbytery
• Canton PC 
• First Pres Spruce Pine
• New Hope PC in South Asheville

Working with:
• United Methodists Committee on 

Relief (UMCOR)
• Appalachian Service Project
• Habitat, Adventures in Mission, 

Rebuild Haywood and more.



A FEW STATS for 2025! 

Number of volunteer teams:  40

Number of states represented:  18

Number of volunteers:   475

Number of homes worked on:   30+

In number of WNC counties:   9

Number of work partners:   8 





Climate Change impact on Hurricane Helene? 

• Rainfall totals over the 3-day period (predecessor 
event plus Helene) were made about 70 percent more 
likely by climate change.



Observed 
change: Heavy 
Rainfall 

37% percent 
increase in the 
amount of rain 
on the heaviest 3 
or so days of rain 
a year



Observed change: Hurricanes 
• No significant long term trend in the frequency globally
• Some increase in the Atlantic Basin since 1970 (cat 4&5)

However…
• Intensifying more rapidly
• Stalling or slowing in their track (17% reduction)
• Losing energy over land more slowly
• Increased rainfall

• Harvey (2017) – 60 in
• Florence (2018) – 35 in
• Imelda (2019) – 44in



Billion-Dollar 
Disasters



Future potential change



inches







Projections for Hurricanes:

At 2oC: 
• Increased ocean water temperatures are very likely to lead to 

an increase in tropical cyclone strength globally with winds 
5% faster (3% for the Atlantic Basin).

• Increase in the number of category 3 & 4 hurricanes (likely)
• Overall decline in the number of hurricanes (likely)
• Increased precipitation (very likely)



Climate Change impact on Hurricane Helene? 

• If we reach 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels 
(globally), devastating rainfall events like those experienced 
with Helene will become another 15 to 25 percent more 
likely.



A Few Words About the Faith-Based Role in 
Disasters and Climate Change…



PRRI 
Report, 
2023



• Faith-based organizations are 
CRITICAL in the relief, 
response, and recovery phases 
of disaster management

• BUT, our criteria for who to 
help and how differs 
dramatically between 
denominations. Suggest 
ecumenical or interfaith 
consensus principles



Also….we are rebuilding homes in the flood plain.

• What is our role in bringing science-based and 
climate-adaptive approaches to the recovery 
efforts?

• What is our role in disaster mitigation and 
preparedness?



I would argue: 

• Our obligation is to reduce human suffering not 
just in the disaster response and recovery, but 
also for FUTURE events

• Our churches can again become community hubs 
and trusted locations in disaster AND in peaceful 
times, if our mission includes building resilient, 
climate-adaptive communities



FEMA identifies 32 core competencies for 
communities dealing with disaster. 

• At most, we could say we are focused on two: 
• Mass Care (feeding, sheltering, housing evacuees etc)
• Housing (rebuilding after a disaster)

• Resilience building, public information, community 
planning, long-term vulnerability reduction, hazard 
assessment – we can be in all these and more. 



Why should we play a role?

Holistic, human-centered care. 
• Whole person, whole community. 
• Blends emotional and spiritual care along with basic 

needs 
• Belonging 

….regardless of faith, political affiliation, immigration 
status, race, economic situation etc.





THANK YOU!

Anne Waple
awaple@presbyterywnc.org
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