Disaster Relief Payments by the Federal Emergency Management Agency
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The Federal Emergency Management Agency was formed in 1979 to “provide an orderly and continuing means of assistance by the Federal Government to State and local governments in carrying out their responsibilities to alleviate the suffering and damage which result from . . . disasters.”  42 U.S.C. §5121.  Federal assistance had previously been administered by as many as one hundred different Federal agencies, some of which had overlapping purposes.  The goal in establishing FEMA was to coordinate the Federal response to disasters.  Today, FEMA provides aid to States through a variety of services, from first response units, to public infrastructure reconstruction, and long-term hazard mitigation.

Federal statutes mandate the procedure for obtaining aid from FEMA.  State and local government agencies must first respond to a disaster with available resources.  If the State determines its resources are inadequate to manage the disaster, the Governor may then request federal assistance.  To do so, the Governor must first prepare a preliminary damage assessment (PDA) and submit the report to the local FEMA office.  The PDA lists the losses caused by the disaster and the needs of the State and local governments to fully recover.  When an obviously severe disaster occurs, the required PDA may be waived and the Governor may instead request federal assistance immediately.  However, the statute clearly states that only the Governor may make the request for disaster relief; “All requests for a declaration by the President that a major disaster exists shall be made by the Governor of the affected State.”  42 U.S.C. §5170.
After the PDA is submitted, FEMA then advises the President on what action the Federal government should take.  If there is a decision to declare a disaster, the President must determine what type of declaration to make.  A Major Disaster declaration allows for the broadest use of Federal assistance, including both individual and public assistance, and long-term hazard mitigation.  An Emergency declaration authorizes only emergency response, debris removal, and disaster housing programs.  A Fire Suppression declaration allows Federal fire suppression equipment to supplement local resources in combating fires.  An Incident Deployment declaration places FEMA employees on alert when a major disaster is imminent but has yet to occur, allowing a rapid response from Federal agencies.   

The following document lists the total obligations that FEMA has incurred while responding to various disasters since the 1995 fiscal year.  Each payment has been broken down into its individual and public components.  The public assistance category includes money for rebuilding public buildings and roads, hazard mitigation, and payments to other Federal agencies providing support.  The individual assistance category contains payments to individuals who need assistance to recover from private losses.

