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FEDERAL DISASTER RESPONSE AND RECOVERY

17 Sep 99 Draft

· Definition of Disaster Response and Recovery

· History of Federal Disaster Response

· FEMA Roles in Disaster Response and Recovery

· The Declaration Process

· Federal Recovery Assistance (Presidential Declaration)

· Federal Assistance Available Without Presidential Declaration

· Criticisms of Federal Disaster Response and Relief

Objective: 

To develop an appreciation of FEMA’s disaster response and recovery efforts.

Definition of Disaster Response and Recovery: 

Disaster Response involves immediate emergency actions:

· save lives

· to protect property

· to address the immediate needs of disaster victims, and 

· to initiate restoration of essential services to communities 

Disaster response can include:

· positioning emergency equipment and supplies,

· moving people out of harm’s way,

· providing food, water, shelter, and medical care, and

· restoring essential services in a disaster.

Disaster Recovery involves those actions that address issues related to both short and long-term community recovery and reconstitution. Disaster recovery can include:

· rebuilding and the provision of major repairs, 

· mitigation measures to mitigate/prevent similar disaster, 

· restoring the economy.

History of Federal Disaster Relief

Prior to 1950, Federal disaster assistance was granted to individuals and local governments on a case-by-case basis (FEMA 1998, 11). Disaster relief was considered to be primarily a local responsibility: (Schneider 1995, p. 19 citing Popkin)

When a natural catastrophe occurred, city and county officials were expected to help those in need. The actions of local governments wee often supplemented by the American Red Cross. By and large, however, there was no expectation that higher levels of government would become directly involved in disaster situations. (Schneider 1995, 19)

In 1803, the U.S. Congress established the legal basis for Federal intervention in disaster relief when it granted special allowances to the victims of a natural disaster in Portsmouth, New York (May 1985).

Between 1803 and 1949, Congress made 128 specific authorizations for disaster assistance, after petitions for assistance were first made directly to an individual member of Congress. (Popkin 1990, 106)

Early federal disaster assistance was often uncertain and uncoordinated. There were no general policies or guidelines to shape governmental intervention, and it was never clear whether the federal government would intervene at all. Basically, it responded to each disaster on a piecem3al, case-by-case basis. Furthermore, federal intervention was often politically motivated as elected officials pushed through relief proposals in order to alleviate specific disaster-related conditions in their own states and congressional districts.

During this early period (pre-1950), governmental activities were primarily reactive in nature…Public institutions provided relief only in the aftermath of truly major disasters.” (Schneider 1995, 19)

In 1950, in reaction to severe flooding in the upper portions of the Midwest (Schneider 1995, 20), the Disaster Relief Act of 1950 (Public Law 81-875) was passed, and it “changed the entire tone and structure of disaster relief in the United States” (Schneider 1995, 20). This Act:

· Created a permanent relief fund (then $5 million) so the Federal government could quickly assist State and local governments (but only to such governments), 

· Eliminated the need to petition Congress after each event (Governors seeking assistance then had to petition the President, instead of the Congress),

· Established the basic philosophy of Federal disaster relief—that Federal assistance is supplemental to State and local resources, (a limited amount of aid was authorized).

· The bill specifically did not authorize the permanent restoration of State or local facilities.

· Federal money could only be used for temporary or emergency repairs to public facilities. (FEMA 1998, 1–12)

· The Act specified a standard process by which local and state authorities could request Federal assistance. (Schneider 1995, 20)

Throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, Congress passed a series of laws that expanded the scope of national governmental responsibility in disasters. Federal assistance was extended to additional population groups (such as farmers living in rural areas and disaster victims living in the U.S. territories). Legislation also made new forms of relief available, including temporary housing, emergency shelters, legal services, unemployment insurance, food coupons, and small business loans.

Significant among these actions was the1969/70 Disaster Relief Act (Public Law 91-606), which further expanded the role of the Federal government in disaster relief. (FEMA 1998, 12)

· Federal money could be spent on the reconstruction of permanent structures. 

· A grant program was created for communities suffering a substantial loss (grants were limited to making up the difference between the community’s average revenues in the three years prior to a disaster and the anticipated average revenues after the disaster occurred, which reflected the perception that property tax revenues could be significantly reduced after a major disaster).

· The concept of the Federal Coordinating Officer (FCO) was introduced, placing the management of Federal disaster relief under one individual appointed by the President.

The 1974 Disaster Relief Act (Public Law 93-288), enacted as a result of a series of devastating tornadoes affecting six Midwestern States, continued the expansion of the Federal government role in disaster relief. (Brenner 1997, 19–20)

· The Individual and Family Grant Program was established.

· Federal and State disaster relief operations were put on a partnership basis—with a State Coordinating Officer to work jointly with an FCO. (FEMA 1998, 12)

In 1988 the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (amended since then) was passed, forming the basis of FEMA’s disaster response and relief efforts (FEMA 1998, 13).

· A minimum 75 percent Federal/25 percent State and local cost-sharing for the Public Assistance Program was mandated.

· A mitigation emphasis was added in the form of mitigation grants.

In October1993 the Stafford Act was amended to expand the scope of mitigation in include acquisition of properties in floodplains. (FEMA 1998, 13)

In October 1994 the Act was amended to incorporate Title VI, the Civil Defense Statute, from the Federal Civil Defense Act of 1950, which was then repealed. (FEMA 1998, 13)

FEMA Roles in Disaster Response and Recovery: 

FEMA roles are focused in the following areas:

· Interagency Planning:

· Catastrophic Disaster Response Group (CDRG)

· Emergency Support Function Leaders Group (ESFLG)

· Federal Radiological Preparedness Coordination Committee 

· Disaster Operations (under provisions of the Stafford Act):

· Helping assess the damage after a disaster

· Evaluating Governor’s request for a Presidential declaration

· Advising President on declarations

· Working with State and local governments in a joint partnership to implement various assistance programs

· Providing emergency communications assets and key resources

· Providing human services and infrastructure support disaster assistance

· Overall coordination of Federal disaster operations

· Manages the President’s Disaster Relief Fund

On the Declaration Process:
FEMA becomes active in disaster when a State is overwhelmed in responding to disaster. The mechanism for this is the Presidential Disaster Declaration, issued for any disaster regardless of cause, which in the determination of the President, causes damage of sufficient severity and magnitude to warrant Federal disaster assistance under the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act.

Absolute requirements, such as that a specific damage or cost threshold must be broached or that a predetermined number of people must be effected, have not been established. Rather, the critical consideration in determining whether Federal disaster relief will be made available is whether those affected by the disaster have uninsured needs that State, local and volunteer response and recovery efforts cannot meet.

The declaration process, depending on the circumstances, begins at the local level, when a local government contacts the State and asks for help.

Most of the time when a major disaster strikes a community, it quickly becomes obvious whether outside help will be needed or not. If it seems that outside assistance will be needed, it will be necessary to assess the disaster situation. Sometimes, the damage is so significant that assistance will be required even to conduct an initial damage assessment. If the community feels overwhelmed it will declare an emergency and request State assistance.

In most jurisdictions, the local elected government official declares an emergency through an orderly process defined through a statute, ordinance, or another form of enabling legislation. The declaration usually describes the nature of the emergency, where it occurs, and the authority by which the official makes the declaration. Generally, guidelines will specify varying levels of activation and emergency according to the severity and extent of the disaster or emergency. Exact procedures will vary by locality. 

Usually a State Governor will first consult with the State Office of Emergency Management. Then, if State personnel were not involved in the local damage assessment, the Governor will initiate a State-level damage assessment. Or, if it appears that the situation is beyond State and local capacity to respond, the State can request that FEMA participate with State and local personnel in conducting a preliminary damage assessment for the purpose of evaluating the impact of the event.

If the situation warrants, the Governor will then issue a State Declaration of Disaster, typically through an executive order. The order usually describes the nature of the emergency, where it occurred, and the authority by which the Governor makes the declaration. 

Depending on the jurisdiction’s mandated requirements and authorities, the authorized official, at the State or local level, will have one or more of the following authorities:

· Mobilize and transfer and direct emergency personnel for emergency management purposes.

· Require and direct evacuation of all or part of the population within a disaster area.

· Prescribe routes, modes of transportation, and destinations in connection with evacuation, and prohibit certain conduct in the disaster area.

· Commandeer or use private property.

· Suspend statues as necessary.

· Authorize emergency funds.

If the State Governor decides that the disaster is overwhelming State response capability, the Governor contacts the responsible FEMA Regional office to and informs the Region of the State’s intention to request a Presidential Declaration of Disaster. The State will then need to:

· Survey the affected areas, jointly with FEMA Regional disaster specialists, if  possible, to determine the extent of private and public damage. 

· Estimate the types and extent of Federal disaster assistance required.

· Consult with the FEMA Regional Director on eligibility for Federal disaster assistance.

· Demonstrate that the State Emergency Operations Plan has been implemented.

If the State Governor (or Acting Governor) decides to request a Presidential Declaration of Disaster, the State submits, within 30 days of the event, a request addressed to the President.

This request:

· summarizes significant aspects of the event,

· presents statistics relative to damage and losses,

· outlines the contributions made by Federal State, local and private agencies, 

· highlights unmet needs for which the Governor seeks Federal assistance, and 

· presents a recommended course of action for the President, and

· agrees to a cost-share arrangement.

(Suggested formats for such requests have been developed by FEMA and are available from FEMA Regional offices.)

A Governor’s request first goes to a FEMA Regional Office, which prepares a Regional summary, analysis and recommendation. The summary contains only factual data concerning the disaster event, while the analysis and recommendation sections may contain opinions and evaluations.

The FEMA Regional Office forwards the Governor’s request to FEMA National. At FEMA National senior staff evaluate requests and forward them onto the President along with the FEMA Director’s recommendation, which the President is free to accept or reject. 

The Stafford Act does not prescribe exact criteria to guide FEMA’s recommendations or the President’s decision. As a prerequisite to Federal disaster assistance under the Act though, a Governor must take “appropriate action” and provide information on the nature and amount of State and local resources committed to alleviating the results of the disaster. Some of the relevant factors are:

· Amount, type and impact of damage.

· Imminent threats of life and property.

· Number of homes destroyed or sustaining major damage.

· Number of homes sustaining minor damage.

· Extent to which the damage is concentrated or dispersed.

· Estimated cost of repairing the damage.

· Demographics of the affected areas (such as income levels, unemployment, concentrations of senior citizens).

· Extent to which insurance covers the damage.

· Extent to which the disaster area is “traumatized.”

· Extent of disaster-related unemployment.

· Level of assistance available from other Federal agencies (such as Small Business Administration Loans).

· State and local government capability to deal with the disaster.

· Level/availability of volunteer organization disaster assistance.

· Availability of rental housing.

· Extent of health and safety problems.

· Extent of damage to essential service facilities (such as utilities, medical care, police and fire service).

· Recent disaster history in the State.

FEMA relies most heavily on how the assessment of a State’s capability compares with the costs entailed by the disaster.

If the President authorizes a Disaster Declaration, the Governor and the appropriate FEMA Regional Director execute a FEMA-State Agreement which prescribes the manner in which Federal aid under the Stafford Act is to be made available. This agreement identifies the incident type; lists the areas within the State which are eligible for assistance; specifies the types of assistance to be made available; stipulates any division of costs among Federal, State, and local governments; specifies the period officially recognized as the duration of the major disaster or emergency; and may contain other special terms or conditions of assistance (FEMA 1995a, 5). FEMA is thus accordingly positioned to initiate technical damage assessments and coordinate Federal disaster assistance, which comes in a variety of forms.

Federal Recovery Assistance:
After a Presidential Disaster Declaration has been issued immediate notification is made to the Governor, appropriate Members of Congress, and Federal departments and agencies. Several types of Federal disaster assistance become available. The three major types are:

· Individual Assistance

· Public Assistance

· Hazard Mitigation Assistance

Individual Assistance:
One of the most important objectives after any disaster is to inform individuals of the assistance available and to help them with the application and delivery process. Information outlining available aid programs is disseminated by FEMA through radio, television, newspapers, and the mass distribution of pamphlets, as well as through community relations teams and toll-free telephone lines.

Disaster victims can get information and apply for disaster assistance in a number of ways. A toll-free number (800) 462-9029 or TDD (800) 462-7585 is available for disaster victims to apply for certain types of disaster programs and obtain information about others. The National Teleregistration Center in Denton, TX, and an alternate facility at Mount Weather, Virginia, provide this centralized service. FEMA may also establish one or more Disaster Application Centers in the disaster area. Representatives of Federal departments and agencies, State and local governments, private relief agencies, and other organizations which can provide assistance or counseling are available to register and advise disaster victims. (FEMA 1995a, 7)

Under Individual Assistance, States generally receive from FEMA a match supported subsidy (75/25) to provide supplemental assistance to individuals and families adversely affected by disaster. Some forms of individual assistance are managed exclusively by FEMA. Others, such as loans to businesses, are managed by the Small Business Administration, or farm loans by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

Types of aid usually available are:

· Temporary Housing Program: Rental payments for temporary housing for those whose houses or apartments are unlivable. Assistance is available for up to 18 months depending on need. This is a FEMA funded and administered program.

Under the Temporary Housing Program, renters whose apartments are uninhabitable can receive rental assistance for two months, with continuing assistance available on a month-by-month basis. Homeowners whose dwellings are uninhabitable receive an initial three months of rental assistance for temporary housing and may be eligible for up to eighteen months of support while homes are being rebuilt. Rental assistance after Northridge was disbursed to nearly 119,000 victims at a rate of $1,150 per month (a figure based on estimates of regional rental rates). (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 134)

· Minimum Home Repair Program: Provides grants for making minor repairs to primary residences that are habitable or to make them habitable (FEMA funded, administered, and based upon a FEMA inspection). Homeowners whose dwellings sustain less that $10,000 in damages are eligible—are to assist in restoring homes to a livable state:

After Northridge, MHRP grants, averaging $2,900 were given to 288,000 homeowners for a total of $841 million (FEMA 1996) (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 134).

· Individual and Family Grants range from several thousand dollars to a maximum of $12,900 (FEMA/EMI 1996, 4-8) to help meet serious disaster-related needs not covered by insurance or other Federal, State, or charitable aid programs.
 “To qualify, an applicant must have been turned down by the Small Business Administration (SBA) for a loan and have failed to receive adequate assistance from other FEMA grant programs (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 134-135). These grants are administered by the State and require a 10-25 percent match. Among these are:

· Housing repairs for the purpose of repairing, replacing, or rebuilding the primary owner-occupied residence; providing access to such residence; cleaning or sanitizing the residence; removing debris that is a safety hazard or hazard to the residence, providing protective measures from immediate threat of further damage (FEMA/EMI 1996, 4-8).


Medical and dental expenses


Funeral expenses


Transportation expenses to repair, replace, or provide privately owned vehicles or to 
 


provide public transportation

Personal property expenses such as the repair or replacement of household items, furnishings, appliances; cleaning or replacement of clothing; replacement of tools or specialized clothing and equipment required by an employer; movement and storage of items to prevent or reduce damage (FEMA/EMI 1996, 4-8). 


Required first-year flood insurance premiums. 

Average grants range from $2000 to $4000. 

For Northridge the maximum IFG payout was $12,200, with an additional $10,000 supplement available from the state of California for those with significant unmet needs. A total of 214,000 IFG grants were issued, with nearly two-thirds going to renters (OES 1997)….Approximately $214 million in IFG funds were disbursed during the first eigthteen months of the disaster…the grants…averaged less than $1,000… (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 135).

· Small Business Administration (SBA) Loans: Low-interest loans at 4-8 percent to cover uninsured private and business property losses. Loans are available up to $200,000 for primary residence; $40,000 for personal property, including renter losses; and $1.5 million for businesses and rental property owners who have suffered disaster-related cash flow problems and need funds for working capital to recover from the disaster’s adverse economic impact. This loan, in combination with a property loss loan, cannot exceed $1.5 million. (Funded and administered by the SBA.)

The total SBA commitment to Northridge…is currently $4 billion, and it is the single largest source of federal assistance to individuals (OES 1997) (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 135).

· Loans up to $500,000 for farmers, ranchers and agriculture operators to cover production and property losses, excluding primary residence. (Funded and administered by the Farmers Home Administration, U.S. Department of Agriculture.)

· Income tax assistance for filing casualty losses. (Administered by the U.S. Internal Revenue Service.

· Crisis Counseling and referrals to appropriate mental health agencies to relieve disaster-caused stress and mental health problems.

 
Available both to disaster victims and disaster workers.

Administered through the State mental health agency and normally in cooperation with the Center for Mental Health Services.

· Disaster Mortgage and Rental Assistance: Disaster unemployment assistance and job placement assistance for those unemployed as a result of a major disaster and not eligible for regular unemployment in order to help avoid foreclosure or eviction.


Benefits paid for weeks 1-26 of the disaster event.

Administered by the Department of Labor in cooperation with FEMA and the State Employment Security Agency.

FEMA pays the actual amount of the mortgage or rent for up to eighteen months or until new employment is found, whichever is shorter. This program received 1,000 applications (FEMA 1995b) [following the 1994 Northridge Earthquake]….Those unemployed or already in arrears on mortgage payments at the time of the disaster are not eligible” (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 134).

· Legal services for low-income families and individuals.

Assistance is usually provided by the Young Lawyers Division of the American Bar Association.

Normally involves the processing of claims, replacement of legal documents and other disaster-related legal concerns.

· Advisory assistance on veterans’ benefits, such as death benefits, pensions, insurance settlements, and adjustments to home mortgages held by the Department of Veterans Affairs.

· Social security advisory assistance.

· Waiver of penalties for early withdrawal of funds from certain time deposits. 

· The Cora Brown Fund, to assist victims of natural disasters for those disaster-related needs that have not been or will not be met by government agencies or private organizations that have programs to address such needs.

Applications for disaster housing and Individual and Family Grants are processed at FEMA’s National Processing Services Centers which provide a central and efficient service to all disaster victims in the U.S. and allows FEMA to meet its customer service standards.

Public Assistance
Public Assistance is provided to State and local governments, Indian tribes, and certain private (primarily not-for-profit) organizations, on a 75/25 cost sharing basis, to help restore public services and to provide infrastructure support. Among those eligible to apply are educational facilities (including colleges and parochial schools
), museums, zoos, community centers, libraries, homeless shelters, senior citizen centers, gas and power utilities, medical facilities (including outpatient, mental health facilities, and custodial care facilities for the aged and disabled), emergency fire protection, rescue and ambulance services, and others that provide services of a governmental nature which are open to or available to the general public.
 The program is administered by the State.

Types of Public Assistance include:

· Emergency protective measures for the preservation of life and property.

· Establishing emergency communications.

· Establishing emergency public transportation.

· Costs associated with debris clearance.

· The repair, restoration or replacement of water control facilities (such as dams, levees, drainage channels, shore protection devices, and pumping stations).

· The repair of non-Federally supported roads, highways and bridges.

· The repair or restoration of public buildings and equipment (such as fire stations and fire fighting equipment).

· The repair or restoration of public utilities (such as electric, gas, or water utilities).

· The repair or restoration of parks, and recreational facilities and equipment (such as playground equipment, swimming pools, boat docks and piers, bath houses, tennis courts, picnic tables, golf courses, and some tree and landscape features).

Following briefings for eligible applicants, a Federal/State/local team inspects every damaged site. Federal engineers prepare Damage Survey Reports to provide a recommended scope of work and estimated costs in accordance with FEMA eligibility criteria. The criteria allow repairs or restoration of facilities to their predisaster condition in accordance with applicable codes, specifications, and standards. 

Hazard Mitigation Assistance
To become eligible for hazard mitigation assistance, the Stafford Act requires that State and local governments evaluate the hazards in the disaster area and prepare or update a hazard mitigation plan, due 180 days after the disaster declaration, setting forth a broad, long-range strategy to reduce future losses from natural hazards.
 FEMA contributes up to 75 percent of the cost of eligible mitigation measures. 

Hazard Mitigation Grant Objectives:

· To prevent future losses of lives and property due to disasters.

· To implement State or local Hazard Mitigation plans.

· To enable mitigation measures to be implemented during recovery from a disaster.

· To provide funding for previously identified mitigation measures that benefit the disaster area.

Hazard mitigation assistance includes:

· Technical assistance and guidance in preparing or updating the required State Hazard Mitigation Plan.

· Technical assistance from Interagency Hazard Mitigation Teams or Hazard Mitigation Survey Teams, which survey the area following a disaster declaration to identify mitigation measures that may reduce future damage.

· Funding of hazard mitigation projects, such as:

· Measures to increase the size of culverts, line drainage ditches, install headwalls, and the design of bridges to withstand larger floods.

· Measures to lessen or avert the threat of future disasters

· Building codes

· Zoning ordinances


· Land use regulations

· Retrofitting of buildings

· Flood detectors (rain gauges)

· Assistance to individuals for small mitigation projects, such as relocating heating or electric utilities above flood level.

Up to 15% of Public Assistance amount can be spent on Mitigation Assistance. By law, mitigation assistance measures must be cost-effective, benefit the disaster area, and be consistent with the mitigation plans required by the Stafford Act. The State is responsible for soliciting projects for both public and private property and establishing priorities for the projects to be funded. Once the State has reviewed all the proposed projects, it submits them to FEMA for review and approval. The State is responsible for administering the program.

Recent Disaster Relief Developments:
A recent change in the way we do business in the response and recovery phase is our expansion of our telephone application capability. Now citizens do not have to stand in long lines at application centers near disaster sites to receive the help they need—they can simply go to the nearest phone and dial us up on our toll free 800 number.

We have also speeded up the disaster recovery process by providing facility inspectors with hand-held computers. This allows them to complete inspections quickly and transmit the date to a central processing office.

Thus, now we get checks to victims in as little as 5-10 days, whereas it used to take several weeks to a month.

We are also reaching more people faster due to improvements we have made to our Recovery Times newspaper and our Recovery Channel. The Recovery Times is a newspaper which we publish in disaster areas providing needed disaster aid information and phone numbers to call. The Recovery Channel refers to our cable broadcasting programming which we set up in large-scale disasters.

Federal Assistance Available Without A Presidential Declaration
The above information has been predicated upon a Presidential declaration of emergency or major disaster. In many instances, disaster assistance may be obtained without a Presidential declaration or a major disaster or an emergency. Some of these:

Fire Suppression Assistance:

· If fire threatens disaster-level destruction a State can request grants, equipment, supplies and personnel.

· Requested by Governor through FEMA Regional Director.

· Criteria for eligibility based on State and local resources available vs. nature of threat.

· May involve forest or grasslands.

· Public or private lands.

Assistance from the Department of Defense:

· Debris removal.

· Temporary restoration of essential public facilities or services.

· Requested by Governor through FEMA Regional Director. (FEMA/EMI 1992, 1-22)

Search and Rescue (U.S. Coast Guard and Armed Forces):

· Search, rescue and evacuation of victims.

· Transporting supplies and equipment.

Flood Protection (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers):

· Flood-fighting and rescue operations.

· Protect, repair, restore certain flood control works


if damaged, threatened, or destroyed by flood


can assist States for up to 10-day period.

Health and Welfare (Department of Health and Human Services):

· Assists State and local welfare and vocational rehabilitation agencies.

· State/local emergency health and sanitation measures aid.

· Helps establish public health controls—Food & Drug Admin.

· Helps decontaminate or condemn contaminated food or drugs.

U.S. Department of Agriculture assistance:

· Food donations to voluntary agencies.

· Food donations to households and/or emergency food stamps for eligible households.

Consolidated Farm Service Agency (CFSA):

· Provides loans to farmers, ranchers, agricultural operators 


actual property losses


annual production expenses


return to pre-disaster operating efficiency.

· Can be made available by Secretary of Agriculture or CFSA Administrator.

· Cost-sharing payments to farmers and ranchers is predicated upon existence of approved conservation measures.

· Allowed for emergency repairs to conservation structures.

· Offers up to 64% cost-sharing assistance for

· farmland rehabilitation (e.g. fence replacement, grading)

· erosion control

· debris removal from croplands

· water enhancement

Small Business Administration (SBA) loans:

· Applicant must be able to repay the loan and must secure with collateral if over $10,000.

· Purpose is to repair disaster-related damage to homes or personal property

· homeowner/real property loans; maximum $200,000

· renters: personal property loans; maximum $40,000

· Similar loans made to businesses, plus

· Economic injury disaster loans; maximum $1.5 million. (FEMA/EMI 1996, 2-4–8)

Criticisms of Federal Disaster Response and Relief:
Over the last decade, federal responses to major disasters have been subject to intense media scrutiny and public criticism. Criticisms commonly focused on delays in federal mobilization, inadequate personnel, inability to serve non-English speakers, the complexity of application procedures (red tape), and delays in receipt of assistance (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 140).

The dominant view informing relief programs in the US is that disasters are discrete and specific events with clearly delimited effects—and only those effects will be addressed by the assistance programs….In no case will a victim of disaster knowingly be made better off than before the disaster using public resources Collins 1997
) (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 221).

9  F. Collins. “Social and Economic Changes that will Effect Disaster Recovery—What Voluntary Agencies Should Consider.” Unpublished report. Richmond: NorCal VOAD, 1997.



Bolin/Stanford (1998, 185), on governmental aid following the 1994 Northridge Earthquake:

Both Fema and OES consciously addressed the Loma Prieta failures to assist ethnic minorities, and the federal government took an extended role in supporting recovery activities and promoting access to assistance.

…in criticizing the expanded federal presence in disasters, they [Comerio et al.] write that the “federal attempt to be all things to all disaster victims was leading the US to become a nation of whiners and con artists, out to fleece the federal government…as if the hurricane/earthquake/storm/flood were somebody’s fault” (Comerio et al. 1996: 62). This curiously hostile stance to disaster victims criticizes federal disaster assistance for having been “transformed into entitlement programs for aggressive individuals and {local} governments”…What these criticisms ignore is that ultimately federal interventions are designed to restore the conditions of capitalist accumulation and economic functioning, and assisting victims is one component of that larger and more fundamental project (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 225-226),

Efforts to discipline disaster victims by denying them assistance if they have not taken adequate self-protection measures may fit neo-liberal ideological agendas, but are likely only to increase the social inequalities that are too often already amplified by disaster (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 226).

Blaming victims under the neoliberal “personal responsibility” catchphrase is growing in popularity in the US, even apparently among some in the research community (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 226).

The fact that poor households may have more than one ‘head of household’, that they may have extremely limited documentation about their residency, or they may occupy structures that FEMA doesn’t recognize as habitable, all have created problems for low income and ethnic households in acquiring even minimal federal assistance. The administrative requirements of federal bureaucracies are often at odds with the realities of day-to-day life for those who have been marginalized by poverty and discrimination (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 227).
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�  For more complete accounts of disaster-relief legislation during this period see Bourgin. 1983.


�  The President may declare an emergency in the absence of a Governor’s request when the emergency involves a subject area for which the Federal Government exercises exclusive or preeminent responsibility and authority. In such a case, although the identification of need may come from a local government or other source, the recommendation must be initiated by the FEMA Regional Director or transmitted through him/her by another Federal agency. The Governor of the affected State will be consulted if practicable. (FEMA 1995, 4)


�  This sometimes becomes a stumbling block. As one FEMA FCO reports in his after action report for the Missouri portion of the 1993 Mid-Western Floods (Pugh 1993), “Fearing the high cost of Federal assistance, the State of Missouri initially was reluctant to request help under the Federal Response Plan (FRP). After several days, FEMA waived the Federal share for FRP mission assignments. This removed that stumbling block and the State began submitting requests, and mission assignments were issued.” (p. 7) Parenthetically the report notes that “Some of Florida initial hesitance to request Federal assistance during Hurricane Andrew was due to the cost of the state’s share of disaster assistance.” (p. 28) Elsewhere in this report is the recommendation to “Define by regulation or statute the threshold which must be met before the State’s share is waived or modified. Logic or politics dictates that when disaster costs escalate extremely high, it becomes reasonable to waive or alter the State’s share. Setting it in advance takes the political pressure off. Where to set the threshold is a subjective matter, but keying it to some index of the State’s ability to pay (e.g., the Gross State Product or other indicator of economic conditions) will make it more reasonable and defensible.” 


�  The maximum grant amount is adjusted annually based upon the Consumer Price Index.





�  Not including luxury or nonessential decorative items.


�  Buildings, structures and related items used primarily for religious purposes or instruction are not included (FEMA/EMI 1996, 6-6).


�  Private not-for-profit organizations must be recognized as a tax-exempt by the Internal Revenue Service or the State (FEMA/EMI 1996, 6-5).


�  Required by Section 409 of the Stafford Act and thus sometimes also called the 409 plan (FEMA/EMI 1996, 7-7).








