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weed Better Evaluation 

1870 the President’s Disaster Relief Fund has 
ed over $3.8 billion to individuals and State 
cal governments. The Federal Emergency 

ent Agency, in assessing eligibility for 
assistance, has had difficulty in determin- 
her 
ing 

State and local governments are capable 
their own disasters and whether they 

are committing a reasonable amount of their avail- 
able funds for disaster relief. GAO also found that 
the Agency has adopted a controversial cost- 
sharing policy and has funded other than natural 
$sasters. 

that the Congress clarify (1) the 
of supplemental Federal assistance to be 

and (2) what kinds of disasters are eligible for 
assistance. The Federal Emergency Man- 

analyze the impact po- 
inequities have on Federal disaster 

submit )a detailed plan and legis- 
to the Congress to correct such 
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COMPTROLLER BLNIEWAL OF” ITHE UNITED STATES ’ 
6 

WAWIINOTON D.C. 2M46 

To the President of the Senate and the 
Speaker of the House of Representatives 

This report describes the difficulties the Federal Government 
flaces in assessing the eligibility of State and local governments 
fbr supplemental disaster assistance. It recommends that the 
Cbnaress clarifv the extent of disaster assistance nrovided to the 

aces and the Federal role in “non-natural” disast:rs. It also 
!commends that the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
tke specific actions to improve its capability to evaluate 
.saster assistance requests. 

This review addresses concerns arising from previous GA 
iviews regarding the disaster declaration process and FEMA’ . ble in making recommendations to the President. This issue 
lportant because of the substantial Federal payments which ( 
:sult from this process. FENA’s proper assessment of reque: 
II: disaster assistance is crucial to Presidential decisions 
:ant or deny Federal disaster assistance. 

We are sending copies of this report to the D irector, 0: 
i Management and Budget; the D irector, Federal Emergency Mai 
!nt Agency? and interested congressional committees, subcoml 
!es, and individual Members of Congress. 

Comptroller General 
of the United States 
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL'S 
REPORT TO THE CONGRESS 

I I 

REQUESTS FOR FEDERAL DISASTER 
ASSISTANCE NEED BETTER EVALUATION 

From fiscal year 1970 through April 1981, the 
President provided individuals and State and 
local governments with over $3.,&billion from 
the President’s Disaster Relief Fund. This 
included 376 major disasters and 84 emergencies. 
From the beginning of fiscal year 1979 through 
April 1981, the President provided disaster 
relief assistance of over $1.2 billion in 73 
major disasters and 17 emergencies. Since the 
beginning of fiscal year 1979 other Federal 
agencies have also authorized loans or provided 
direct assistance totaling $1.6 billion. 

GAO initiated this review to address concerns 
arising from previous reviews regarding the dis- 
aster declaration process and the Federal Emer- 
gency Management Agency’s (FEMA’s) role in making 
recommendations to the President. This issue is 
important because of the substantial Federal 
payments which can result from this process. 
GAO found problems existed in determining the 
reasonableness of disaster assistance provided 
by State and local governments. GAO also found 
that FEMA has adopted a controversial cost- 
sharing policy and has funded other than natural 
disasters. (See pp. 7, 22, and 35.) 

The Federal Disaster Relief Program is intended 
to s&ppleme_n_t the assistance States, their po- 
litical subdivisions, private relief organiza- 
tions, and citizens provide for disaster relief. 
If a catastrophe is of sufficient severity and 
magnitude to warrant Federal assistance, the 
President can declare a major disaster or emer- 
gency . A broad range of assistance then becomes 
available to individual disaster victims and 
State and local governments. (See pp. 1 through 
3.1 

FEMA evaluates requests from State Governors for 
assistance and recommends declarations or denials 
to the President. Since the beginning of fiscal 
year 1979, 90 major disaster and emergency re- 
quests have been declared and 64 requests have 
been denied. GAO undertook this review to deter- 
mine the type and amount of information FEMA 
obtains, the criteria it uses to evaluate the 
requests, and the bases for its recommendations. 
(See pp. 3 and 5.) 
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6AO ii making a numbar af rwommrrdationr to 
thr D~EW~OL FEMA, to ensure that each request 
for major dirarrter oc omrcrgqncy arsirtanccl I6 
tte&ted in I fair and equitable mannat, 6AO ir 
also recommending that ths Congress clarify a 
number of ~~~u~~ so that FEMA c&n better admin- 
ister the law according to the Congress1 intent. 
(See pp. 19, 33, 34, 38 and 40.) 

DETERHINING REASONABLENESS OF 
STATE AlsJD LOCAL GOVERNMENT ASSIS$ANCE 

When E”EMA receives a major disaster or emergency 
request for assistance from a State Governor, it 
needs to quickly evaluate the situation and 
determine whether a declaration should be made. 
These requests vary greatly as to form and con- 
tent and do not always fulfill the requirement@ 
of law or contain all of the types of information 
FENA uses to svaluats requests. (See pp. 8, 22, 
24, and 28 to 31.) 

FEMA assesses the severity and magnitude of the 
situation and the capability and resource com- 
mitments of the State and local governments and 
makes its recommendation to the President. ANs- 
sessment of severity and magnitude are reason- 
ably consistent but those of capability and 
commitment vary greatly because of the type, 
quality, and degree of information considered. 

GAO’s review of 33 disaster requests disclosed 
that PEMA uses a wide range of information in 
arriving at its decisions. For example, FEMA 
considered “State surplus” information in only 
seven requests, The lack of consistency in the 
quality and method of assessments and the lack 
of knowledge by others as to FEMA’s methods of 
evaluation can create doubt as to whether the 
Federal Government is only providing supplemen- 
tary assistance and whether each request is 
judged in a fair and equitable manner. (See 
pp. 7, 22, and 28 through 32.) 

FENA’s policIles, procedures, and guidelines for 
evaluating requests are not widely known. Dis- 
closing internal assessment processes would help 
State and local governments decide whether they 
had a valid request to make, enable them to pro- 
vide maze complete and uniform information, and 
minimize doubts as to whether the’ir requests are 
treated in a fair and equitable manner. (See 
pp. 3’2 and 33.) 
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GAO is secommen,ding that the Director of FEMA 
reevaluate and improve its assessment criteria; 
publish thaa plicies, procedures, and guidelines 
which FEMA uses to evaluate requests in the 
Federal Registletrt develop comprehensive, uniform 
forms for State and Federal officials to use; 
require Governorrn to provide the information 
necessary for the evaluations; and make it clear 
that future requests which fully comply with 
Federal laws and regulations”‘wil1 help avoid 
delays in processing the requests. (See pp. 19,~ 
33, and 34.) 

GAO is recommending that the Congress direct 
FEMA to prepare a comprehensive analysis of the 
impact potential State inequities have on Fed- 
eral disaster assistance and submit a detailed 
plan and legislative changes to the Congress to 
correct such weaknesses. GAO made this same 
recommendation to FEMA in 1979. L/ (See p. 34.) 

THE CONGRESS NEEDS TO CLARIFY 
DISASTER ASSISTANCE ISSUES 

Two recent actions have raised concerns that 
FEMA may have changed the scope of the Disaster 
Relief Act. First, in May 1980, FEMA adopted a 
general policy of requiring State and local 
governments to agree to pay 25 percent of the 
eligible costs of public assistance programs. 
This policy removes the administrative problems 
associated with attempting to determine a 
“reasonable” commitment for each disaster and 
assures compliance with the s.tatutory purpose 
that the Federal aid be supplemental. 

Although FEMA’s cost sharing policy is consistel 
with the act, it has created controversy among 
the States. State officials contend that the 
policy forces them to pay for disaster relief 
costs which the States believe are beyond their 
capability to assume or which constitute more 
than a reasonable amount of State and local 
funds. Because of the controversy, GAO believe; 
that the Congress needs to clarify its intent 01 
this matter. 

Second, the President has provided disaster 
assistance for such events as the Love Canal 
chemical contamination and th#e Cuban refugee 

l.l.“Federal Snow Removal Reimbursement Policy: 
Improvements Needed” (CED-79-97, Aug. 2, 1979 )I ’ 
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influx in Florida, This action has stirred 
conridmable dontroverny a@ to whether other 
than natural cataatroghan are within the pur- 
view of existing law, Although congressional 
intent is not clear on this matter, the act 
does allow the President to make declarations 
for othar catastrophes, (See pp. 35 through 
40.) 

CA0 is racommsnding that the Congress reevaluate 
the act and clarify its intent with regard to 
the extant to which supplemental Federal assis- 
tance should be given in a major disaster and 
ths types of incidents that may receive disaster 
assistance. (See pp. 38 and 40.) 

AGENCY COHMENTS 

The Director , FEMA, said this report has a 
number of worthwhile comments regarding the 
problems associated with State and local govern- 
ment commitments, State and local government 
capability, and cost sharing. He said most of 
GAO’8 recommendations will be considered during 
FEMA's current revision of a regulation relating 
t0 the declaration proce88. The Director did 
not agree to GAO’s proposal that FEMA use com- 
puter modeling as a tool for program decision- 
making and evaluation. (See app. III.) 

Shortly after receipt of the Director’s comments, 
FEHA established a plan for considering all of 
GAO’s recommendations, including a review of 
computer applications, with final regulatory 
action to be completed by September 30, 1982. 
Until the regulation is issued and other action8 
are completed, GAO has no basis for evaluating 
the Director’s response to its recommendations 
OK the FEMA plan. GAO continues to believe that 
the adoption and use of computer modeling would 
aid FEMA in (1) developing more uniform data, 
(2) refining assessment criteria, (3) providing 
more uniformilty in program evaluations, and (4) 
giving FEMA official8 better management control 
over the operation of it8 disaster assistance 
program. 

The Director’s comments and GAO’s evaluations 
are also contained on pp. 10, 13, 19, 20, 21, 
27, 31, 32, 34, 38, and 39. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1950 the Congress enacted the first comprehensive digaster 
relief program. This program authorized the President to provide 
assistance for the temporary repair of local governments’ public 
facilities. Subsequent laws have extended this assistance to 
include individuals and State governments and have broadened: the 
extent of coverage to include permanent repairs of public fabil- 
ities and other items. The present law ‘kontains a wide rangb 
of grants and direct assistance programs for individuals and1 
State and local governments. 

From the beginning of fiscal year 1970 through April 
1981, the President received 729 requests for major disaste or 
emergency assistance. Federal assistance of $3.8 billion w 
provided under the President’s program for the 376 major di as- 
ters and 84 emergencies that were declared. Figure 1 compa es 
bequests with Presidential declarations of major disasters 

i 
nd 

emergencies from calendar year 1974 through calendar year 1,80. 

FIGURE 1 

PRESIDENTIAL DECLARATIONS OF MAJOR DISASTERS 
AND EMEROENCIES 

CALENDAR YEAR8 1974 THROUGH 1980 

75 76 77 78 79 80 

‘75 76 j 

Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency 



DISASTER RELIEF PROGRAM -,,- 
When a disaster threatens or occurs, local authorities 

‘take immediate steps to warn and evacuate citizens, alleviate 
suffering, and protect life and property. If additional help 
is needed, the Governor may execute the State’s emergency plan 
or commit State resources. 

The President’s Disaster Relief Program is intended to 
supplement the assistance provided by the States, their political 
subdivisions, private relief organizations, and citizens. When 
Governors believe that supplemental Federal assistance /is neces- 
sary they may request that the President declare a “maj r dis- 
aster” or an “emergency” to implement the ,provisions of Public 
Law 93-288, the Disaster Relief Act of 1974. This act & efines 
major disaster as any: 

“* * * hurricane, tornado, storm, flood, high 
water, wind-driven water, tidal wave, tsunami, 
earthquake, volcanic eruption, landslide, 
mudslide, snowstorm, drought, fire, explosion, 
or other catastrophe in any part of the United 
States which, in the determination of the 
President, causes damage of sufficient sever- 
ity and magnitude to warrant major disaster 
assistance under this Act, above and beyond 
emergency services by the Federal Government, 
to supplement the efforts and available re- 
sources of States, local governments, and 
disaster relief organizations in alleviating 
the damage, loss, hardship or suffering caused 
thereby.” 

In certain instances, the full range of assistance available 
with a major disaster declaration may not be required. In such 
cases, the Governor may decide to request the President 
an emergency, which would provide specialized assistant 
a specific need that the Federal Government is uniquely 
provide. An emergency is any of the various types of d 
included in the definition of a major disaster which re 
Federal emergency assistance to supplement State and lo 
to save lives? protect property, public health, and saf 
avert or lessen the threat of a disaster. 

The Governor’s request for a major disaster declar 
the President must be based on a finding that the situa 
of such severity and magnitude that effective response 
the State’s and affected local governments’ capabilitie 
Federal assistance is necessary. The Governor must cer 
a reasonable amount of State and local funds had been o 
used (of which State commitments must be a significant 
tion). The Governor must also estimate the extent and 
Federal assistance required for each of the disaster-af 
areas. In conjunction with the Governor’s request for 
disaster declaration, the Governor must take appropriat 
under State law and direct the execution of the State’s 
plan. 

2 



A Presidenti& declaration of a major disaster rn~k~~ 8 bioad 
range of Federal assistance available to individual ~~s~st~~ ;Vic- 
tims and State and local governments. 
temporary housing, 

This help may include I 
minimum essential repairs to residences, 

d:isaster unemployment assistance, food stamps, individual, and 
family grants to meet disaster-related necessary expenses, and 
various other services. Assistance to governmental jurisdic ions 
may be directed at’ debris removal; emergency protective meas res; 
o:r repair or replacement of roads, streets, bridges, water ) 
ccntrol facilities, and other public facklities. 

After the President declares a major disaster or emerge 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), based upon t 
Governor f 8 request, designates the areas within the State th 
qill receive assistance and specifies the type of assistance 
Jill be provided. I 
I 

Program statistics 

The President may approve or deny a Governor’s request for 
4 major disaster or emergency declaration. The following table 
4denti’fies the disposition of all requests for fiscal 
1 980, and 1981 thr*ough April 30. - 

:0 

Major disasters: 
Declared 
Denied 

Total 

Emergencies: 
Declared 
Denied 

Total 

Total requests 

1979 1980 1981 

42 25 
6 29 
48 - 54 

11 5 
2 5 

20 10 
68 = 64 

(7 months) 

1: - 
17 

years 9979, 

Total1 

73 ~ 

Once the President makes a declaration, FEMA has autho 
spend funds for disaster assistance from the President’s ._ _ _ 

risaster Relief Fund. In addition to the President’s Disas 
belief Fund, FEMA can call upon other Federal agencies to p 
lisaster assistance with or without reimbursement to the ag 
[ram the President’s Fund. Federal agencies can also provi 
assistance under their own authorities. 
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The tabls below iderntifists sstimatad Praaidatl 61 Fund 
rsquiramrnts fox: major disaatsrs and emergencien daclarsid for 
fiscal year@ 1979, 1980, and 1981 through April 30. 

1980 

(7 months) 

Total 

Major dlsaststs 
Individual 

assistance $199,162 $ 60,518 $ 3,110 8 262,790 
Pub1 ic 

assistance 418,788 239,439 29,846 1 688,073 

Total 617,950 299,957 32,956 ~ "950,863 

Emergencies 29,894 a/233,487 2,467 ) 265,848 

Total $647,844 $533,444 S.35 +23 

dOf this amount, $191 millf on is for the Cuban refugee ~~emergency. 

FEMA estimated that other Federal agencies, such a 
Business Administration, Farmers Home Administration, a 
Corps of Engineers, authorized loans or provided other 
totaling $1.6 billion. During this period, FEMA was au 
to spend $21.4 million for administering the disaster 1: 
program. I 
ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT 
OF THE DISASTER RELIEF PROGRAM 

FENA’s Office of Disaster Response and Recovery 
is responsible for implementing the President’s DiSaSte 

&/ 

lief Program. DR&R is headed by an Associate Director, 
reports directly to the Director, FEMA. * 

DR&R staff are in each of FEMA’s 10 regional offic 
In May 1981, DR&R had 154 staff members, 64 at headquar 
90 in the regional offices. When a major disaster or e 
request is received, regional personnel assess the dama 
evaluate the need for Federal assistance. The region m 
recommendation to headquarters, which reviews the data 
its recommendation to the President. When a request is 
regional personnel coordinate response and recovery act 

Ii/On June 5, 1981, after the completion of our review, 1 
announced the first step in reorganizing the agency. 
organization discussed in this report is that which e: 
at the time of our review. 
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, I ,#  

D R & R  a u g m e n ts !.$s  p e r m a n e n t sta ff w ith  Y V reserv i$ ,ts w h o  a &  
e m p loyed  by  th e  reg r ion . T h e s e  reservists a re  d isa  te r  ass is tancd 
specia l is ts w h o , ;as”sist D R L R  in  car ry ing o u t its ‘re  
a t th e  d isas te r , site . 

pons ib i l i ties  

O B J E C T IV E S ,,,S C O P E , i N P  M E T H O D O L O G Y  

W e  ini t iated th is  ass i gnmen t to  add ress  c o & e  
fro m  prev ious  G A O  rev iews rega rd ing  th e  d isas te r  d  
cess a n d  F E M A ’ s ro le  in  m a k i n c + r e c o m m e n d a tions  to  
Th is  issue is impor ta n t b e c a u s e  o f th e  subs ta n # ti,a $  
m e n ts w h ich can  resu l t fro m  th is  p rocess . 
w e r e  to  d e te rm ine  th e  typ e  a n d  a m o u n t o f in  
o n  m a jor  d i8sas te r  a n d  e m e r g e n c y  reques ts a n  
crite r ia’,,it u s e d  to  m a k e  r e c o m m e n d a tions  fo  
den ia ls . 

O u r rev iew w a s  o o n d u c te d  fro m  A p ril 1 9 .8 0  th r  
pr imar i ly  a t F E M A  h e a d q u a r ters  in  W a sh ing to n , D ,C  
v i ewed  records  a n d  in te rv iewed  o fficia ls  in  F E N A ’ A tla n ta  Re -  
g iona l  O ffice , W e  in te rv iewed  th e  S ta te  D e p u ty D  ec to r  o f C ivi! 
D e fe n s e  in  A tla n ta , G e o rg ia , a n d  th e  S ta te  D irect , D e p a r tm e n t 
o f C ivil D e fe n s e , in  M o n tg o m e r y , A l a b a m a . W e  a ls  d iscussed th e  
d isas te r  dec la ra ti’o n  process  w ith  o fficia ls  o f th  
G o vernors  A ssoc ia tio n , W a sh ing to n , D .C ., a n d  o b ta  
v iews o n  es tab l i sh ing  crite r ia  fo r  a  dec la ra tio n . \ 

In  Februa ry  1 9 8 1 , C o n g r e s s m a n  S teve  G u n d e rsc 
r eques te d  th a t ou r  O ffice  d e te rm ine  w h e the r  F E M A  
ing  d isas te r  ass is tance p rog rams  cons is te n tly, e f 
accord ing  to  congress iona l  in te n t. 
istra to r , 

In  th is  rega r  
D iv is ion o f E m e rgency  G o v e r n m e n t, M a d iE  

p rov ided  us  w ith  cer ta in  d o c u m e n ts a n d  records . 
w ith  C o n g r e s s m a n  G u n d e rson  h is  spec i fic q u e s tio n E  
d isas te r  ass is tance p r o g r a m  a n d  adv ised  h im  th a t 
ou r  o n g o i n g  rev iew o f Fede ra l  d isas te r  ass is tance 
S ta te  a n d  loca l  c o m m u n i ties  w o u ld  add ress  h is  car  

S e n a to r  E d w a r d  Zor insky exp ressed  h is  suppo r  
a n d  vo iced  h is  conce rn  rega rd ing  F E N A ’s cost-shax  
re imburs ing  S ta te  a n d  loca l  g o v e r n m e n ts fo r  on ly  
pub l i c  ass is tance costs. W e  adv ised  S e n a to r  Zor l  
q u e s tio n  w o u ld  b e  add ressed  in  ou r  repo r t. 

W e  rev iewed  th e  D isaster R e lief A ct o f 1 9 7 4  
9 3 - 2 8 8 ) , re la te d  F E M A  regu la tions , a n d  o b ta i n e d  1  
fro m  ou r  O ffice  o f G e n e ral  C o u n s e l  o n  severa l  isls 

W e  ana l yzed  d isas te r  records  a n d  sta tistics 
impor ta n t a reas  a n d  issues fo r  fu r the r  cons ide ra t 
c o m p a r a tive  ana lyses  by  reg ions  a n d  S ta tes  a n d  by  
o f d isas ters , loca tions , tim e  pe r iods , a n d  do l la r  
th e s e  ana lyses , 
emergenc ies , 

w e  se lec te d  a n d  rev iewed  2 4  m a jor  
a n d  9  r eques ts w h ich w e r e  d e n i e d . 1 : 

invo lved  2 6  d i ffe r e n t S ta tes  a n d  9  F E M A  reg ions . 
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o f W iscons in  
as  a d m inister- 
ec tive ly , a n d  
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a b o u t th e  
h is  rev iew a n d  
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fo r  th is  revic 
n g  pol icy  o f 
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sky th a t th is  
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ga l  op in ions  
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ese  rev iews 
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tajor diaarstars, such as Mt. St. Helens, would need less ’ ’ 
documentation to support a declaration, we concentrated our eval- 
ration on the smaller disasters. Although 1 major disaster we 
“avietied required an estimated $129 million from the President’s 
Bisastier Relief Fund and 1 emergency about $21 million, the 
‘ermainiing 23 major disasters averaged $3.2 million and the re- 
ilaining 7 emergencies averaged about $262,000. (See app. I for 1 
L list of major disasters, emergencies, and denials reviewed by 
fAO.1 

Some general criteria for evaluating reqaests are contained 
,.n the act. However, FEMA advised us that it had developed no I 
;lIdditional specific criteria for evaluating requests for assis- 
#:ance as each request is different and has to be subjectively 
valuated on the information available. We analyzed the data con+ 
:ained in Governors1 letters of request, regional assessments, 
mend headquarters’ reviews, in an effort to identify the unwritten 
rolic$es, procedures, and criteria FEMA follows in making recom- 
lendations to the President. Regional records pertinent to OUK 
,evie* were contained in FEMA’s headquarters’ files. We provided’ 
rritte/n questions to FEMA on a number of its reviews of Governors’ 
,equests and obtained written .responses for most of them. 

n an effort to better understand the decisionmaking ptocess~y 
a statistical and computer analysis of the quantifiable 

n 96 of the 102 major disaster requests that were declared 
nied in fiscal years 1979 and 1980. We made correlation 
es to identify those disaster factors which had the most 
nce on the final decision. We determined averages for sig- 
nt factors such as numbers of people injured, homes damaged’, 

istim ‘ted eligible costs, and others. 

i 

We made numerous multiple 
-egre sion analyses to identify those declarations and denials 
rhich did not conform with the majority of these decisions. 
rppen4i.x II describes our method and analyses in more detail. 



CHAPTER 2 - 
QEPORTUNITIES TO IMPROVE DATA GATHERING - -- -.- ..-. -.-.-- .._- .-- 

AND DISASTER ASSESSMENTS w..... -- 
Federal assistance is supplementary in nature and to beg 

provided only when the severity and magn11’8ibtude of the- incidenk is 
beyond the capabilities of the State and affected local gave n- 
menta to effectively respond. It is to be given only when t e 
States have committed a reasonable amount of their funds to al- 
leviate the damage, loss, hardship, 
the incident. ” and suffering resulting ‘from 

ating 
Assessing the severity and magnitude of disasters and ebalu- 

the need for Federal assistance quickly is a difficul ’ t! task 
hich involves making decisions with incomplete information.~ FEMA 
ecisions are consistent where the severity and magnitude o dis- 
sters is concerned.. But its decisions are not as consiste ‘t when 
valuating data related to States’ and local governments’ c ‘pa- 
ilities and their commitments to handle the disaster. ch. 
.I 

i (Se ,, 

Standard forms and computer models, such as those deve’oped 
y GAO, would improve FEMA’s ability to gather data and ; ass ss 

he need for Federal assistance. 

NEED FOR -- ---.- 
EDERAL ASSISTANCE .- -e-m- - _I 

t; 

It was the Congress’ intent to provide supplemental as’is- 
ante to State and local governments to help (1) alleviate he 

damage I loss, hardship, or suffering caused by a major disa ter, 
i(2) save lives and protect property and public health, and 1 3) 
maintain safety in the event of an emergency.. 

e 
FENA’s internal guidelines state that the Disaster Rel ef 

ct, prior disaster legislation, legislative history, and e,- 
erience all provide some direction but do not define the p ram- 
ters of a major disaster. f A principal component in FEMA’s 1 
ssessment is a determination that a disaster is of such severity 
nd magnitude that effective response is beyond the capabilities 
f State and local governments and that Federal assistance, 
uthorized by the act or by other Federal programs triggered by 
he act, is required. 

A key problem for FEMA is measuring severity and magnitude. 
[For evaluation purposes, FEMA’s objective is to quantify itI in 
/terms of damages and losses, which are further related to specific 
actions required to alleviate hardship and suffering. FEMAI per- 
sonnel were advised to measure severity and magnitude by co sid- 
ering (1) what the State, local governments, and individual i will 
have to do if a declaration is made and (2) what the impact, will 
be on the State, local governments, and individuals if a mapor 
disaster is not declared. 
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FEMA’s ultimate objective is to determine the “unmet needs” 
for which the Federal Government can provide asslstancd and the 
impact which the disaster has on those affected by it. FEMA sees 
each diaastsr aa being unique and, therefore, needing to be 
evaluated on its own merits. 

PROBLEMS IN REVIEWINC 
PEMA A8$$ESSMENT%! 

A Governor’s request to the President for a major 
or emergency declaration is sent t8 the appropriate FE 
Director. This request contains, among other things, 
assessment of damages and losses and the actions being 
overcome them. Regional personnel visit the acme ot 
to make a first-hand evaluation of the damage. 
review, the Regional Director makes a recommenda 
quarters and the FEMA Director recommends a tour 
the President. 

For reporting to headquarters, FEMA bars develope 
disaster/emergency summary for the gathering of data 
incident and a separate regional analysis and recomme 
opinions and evaluations. The summary provides infor 
the date and type of request and locations and probab 
period and an assessment of severity, magnitude, and 
capabilities of State and local governments and priva 
tions. The assessment section includes such factors 
of casualties (dead and injured), number of homes dam 
destroyed, numbers and types of businesses and farms 
related damage estimates, and impact on public facili 
reports are reviewed by headquarters personnel in DR& 

To better understand the damage assessment and ev 
process performed by FEMA, we selected a sample of req 
resulted in 24 major disaster declarations, 8 emergent 
tions, and 9 denials. We made a detailed review of th 
and analyses of the facts, conclusions, and recommenda 
contained in FEMA’s reports. I 

We found it difficult to evaluate the decisions o 
requests or on different requests which appeared to us 
ilar in size, scope, time, or other circumstances. Ea 
had different circumstances, although the basic types 
tion were similar. Governors’ letters presented the i 
in a variety of ways. Many regional disaster assessme 
always present the information in a logical, uniform m 
subjective opinions and conclusions were made on an ov 
without specific reference to the data on which they w 

Many cases that we reviewed resulted in questiona~ for which 
we could not find answers in the files. We requested 
that FEMA supply written replies to our questions. 
FEMA did answer or explain were based on opinions, 
and undocumented information which we could not 
results of our analyses of individual requests 
pages 23 to 31. 
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II 

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS INDICATES 
CONSISTENCY IN FEMA DECISIONS 

Because of the difficulties we encountered in reviewind 
~rcquests, we undertook a detailed statistical analysis of mere 
‘cases in an effort to discover the bases for FEMA’s decisions in 
‘granting or denying assistance and to determine whether a more 
objective approach could be taken in making disaster assess ents. 

? If we could identify FEMA’s criteria, we also wanted to eva uate 
the extent they were consistently applied. 

‘Method used 

1 We selected 96 major disaster requests received in fis al 
#years 1979 and 1980 as our data base. lJ We identified abo t 30 
factors for these cases, such as number of people killed an 
jured; number of homes damaged and destroyed; and the dolla 1 in- 

value 
of homes, businesses, and farms damaged and destroyed. Dat on 
some of these factors was often not available or was ambigu Ii us 
so we had to interpret some of the data. For example, when~ no 
information existed .on the number of people injured or home des- 
troyed, we assumed none were. 1 On the other hand, some obvi usly 
large disasters had no data on the dollar estimate of eligible 
costs. For this type of missing data, we used recent FEMA ‘ost 
estimates. In addition to data from the files, we also use 1 
published preliminary 1979 data on per capita income and State 
operating funds as indicators of the State’s capability to handle 
the disaster on its own. 

We were unable to identify data on many individual factors 
in enough cases to use in our analyses. Many cases, for exsmple, 
did not provide estimates of the cost of business damage or the 
cost of agriculture damage so we could not use them. As a Iresult, 
we were limited to using the estimated cost of total damage! and 
the other factors discussed in this report. See appendix 1~1 for 
more information on the data base and how we handled the prpblem 
of missing data. 

Two methods were used to analyze the relationship betwleen 
FEMA’s decisions and the factors identified for the disastelrs. 
First, we attempted to identify differences between declare 

r and denied decisions in terms of different individual facto~rs. 
Second, we used more sophisticated statistical techniques tlo 
develop models of the relationship between several factors ~ 
working in combination with FEMA’s decisions. These are pr)oba- 
bility models that can identify past decisions that were no;t con- 
sistent with the majority of the decisions made and can prei~dict 
how FEMA would decide a current request based on past decis!ions. 
See appendix II for more details on these models. 

lJDur ing the period , a total of 102 major disaster request were 
received. To preclude duplication in our analyses, we e eluded 
six requests for rqconsideration of denials because ” they con- 
tained no new information. 
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Factors influencinq 
FEMA decisions 

Factors relating to disaster severity and magnitude, such as 
the total eetimatclld coat of eligible assistance, number bf people 
injured, and type of request, seem to influence FEMA’s diecisions. 
The impact on FEMA decisions of other factors, such as S~tates’ 
capability and commitment, are not as clear. 

Estimated cost of 
pligible assistance 

The higher the estimate of eligible costs, the greater the 
chance of a request being granted. The average cost in 96 appli- 
cations was $7.2 million, ranging from about $100,000 to $177.5 
million. The average cost in declared disasters was $9./83 million, 
while it was only $1.12 million in denied disaster requeists. 

Table 1 shows the distribution of estimated eligible cost 
by type of decision. For example, only 45 percent of the re- 
quests involving up to $1 million were declared, while 1100 per- 
cent of the requests for $5 million or more were declared. 

Table 1 -- 

Requested Decision Percent 04 total 
amount Declared Denied Tota; Declared I Denied --- ---.- 

(millions) 8. 
$O-.9 13 16 

l-l.9 9 7 
1”: 45 

56 
2-2.9 8 4 12 67 
3-4.9 13 2 15 87 
5-8.9 0 10 100 
9 and above 0: 14 - 100 

Total 67 = 
FEMA’s Director contends that we are not entirely orrect in 

stating that the higher the estimate of eligible costs he greater 
the chance of a request being granted. He said that th E statement 
would generally be true for the same State and type of catastrophe 
and under similar circumstances. 

FEMA suggests that we take more directly into accognt the 
influences of several factors working in combination with each 
other. It is true that table 1 analyzes only the influ#nce of 
estimated cost of eligible assistance. However, when w used 
more sophisticated models to determine the relationship between 
several factors working in combination with FEMA’s deci 

s 
ions 

(see p. 15.), the result was that the estimated cost of eligible 
assistance still had a significant influence on the dec i sion to 
declare or deny a major disaster request. 
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Nurnbert of people iiljUE@d 

Generally;, the more people injured, the greater the chance 
of a disaster being declared. The average number of peopld in- 
jured for all requests was 27, 37 for declared requests, and 1 
for denied requests. 

Table 2 shows the distribution by number of people injured. 
There were 51 requests that did not report any injuries, 59 per- 
cent of these were declared. On the other hand, all requejts 
reporting 50 or more injured were declared. ,,N’ 

Table 2 

Number 
~ of people Decision 
~ injured Declared Denied Total 

T-49 
SO-99 
100-199 
200 and 

above 

2"; 22 30 51 7"; 
8 ;r 8 100 
5 0 5 100 

2 0 2 100 - - 

43 
23 

0 
0 

0 

Total 67 a 29 96 1~ 
,Z 

Homes damaged 

The decision is not affected when the number of homes 
(major damage, minor damage, or completely destroyed) is 1 
200. However, a disaster is more apt to be declared if th 
of homes damaged is greater than 200. Table 3 shows the d 
bution of homes damaged by type of decision. 

Table 3 

Number of Decision . Percent of botal 
homes Declared Denied Total Declared Denied 

Y-49 
50-199 
200-799 
800 and 

above 

11 6 12 6 
7 8 

21 3 

22 0 - - 
67 SEES 

11 

:: 
48 
50 

15 47 
24 88 

22 100 - 
96 VZZ 

52 
50 

53 



Tyge of rec;ruerl; 

Thr chance of dl wqusat baing declarsd or daniad ia c~lossly 
related to the type of assistance requested-individual as~sis- 
tance, public aesistanca, or both. Requests for both types of 
assistance have thr, grsatenrt chance of bsing daclrrclld, whiil@ re- 
qusrrtsr for only public arsiatanca have the lmrrt chance of; being 
declared. Rsguastr for only individual or only public ase~istance 
received only the kind of assistance rsquastad. Requests ~for 
both types of assistanca reccrived eithw both or individual 
assistanca only, but seldom received public assistance on1 Y . 
Table 4 shows the distribution of type of assistance requested 
by type of decision, 

gable 4 

Type of 
assistance .~I 
requested Declared .--.- 

Decision Percent of ~!total 
Denied ’ Total - .-- -- Declana 

Individual 38 
Pub1 ic 1 115 1: 

8: 
s”“2 

Both 24.2 13 76 .I__ - A.2 

Total 29 = 70 = 

a/Of the 63 declarations that requested both types of assi,stance, 
22 welt@ declared for individual assistance only, 3 were & e- 
clared for public assistance only, and 38 were declared ;for 
both individual and public assistance. 

state c_apzkb~llty 

We used State general operating funds and per capita income 
as measures or indicators of a State’s capability to financially 
handle its disaster. We expected the chance of a major disaster 
declaration to be greater for those States where these indicators 
of capability were smaller. However, I we found little diff, rence 
between average State operating funds and FEMA’s decision /to 
declare or deny disasters. 

Table 5 shows the distribution of 
according to their per capita income. 
how per capita income influenced FEMA 
lowest per capita income category had 
request being approved than States with the 
for the bulk of requests from States in the 
in per capita income slightly increased the chances of appjroval. 
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Table 5 

Per capita Decision 
income iS&AU33dl Denied Tom 

(thousands) I 

$1-4.9 103 0 3 100 
5-6.9 5 15 67 

7-7.9 Ei ! 21 71 
8-8.9 33 73 
9 and above 15 2 24 63 

Total 67 29 96 C E 
State commitment 

We looked at two indicators of a State’s commitment (Ito 
disaster assistance. One measure was the amount of State1 and 
local government funds the Governor said would be committed 
to the disaster. The other was whether the Governor pro erly 
certified that these funds would be available. We 4 found ~little, 
if any, difference between the averages for these factor for 
declared or denied disaster requests. ” 

0 
33 

fi”7 
37 

Table 6 shows the distribution of requests by comml 
statements and by type of decision. There were 63 requc 
from States whose Governors did make the required commit 
statement and 33 requests from States whose Governors dl 
make the required commitment statement. Equal percenta 
these requests were declared. This indicates that the 1 
or absence of a commitment statement had no definite irnl 
the final decision. 

Table 6 

Made 
commitment Decision Percent of 
statement Declared Denied Total Declared 

Yes 44 19 63 70 
No 23 10 33 70 

Total 67 29 = ZZF 

FEMA’s Director noted that for some disasters in tl- 
a declaration was made with the expectation of working c 
specific State commitment and including it in the Federlz 
agreement. However, he said these instances were rare E 
erally limited to situations where immediate Federal ass 
was required. 
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FEMA’s comment impliea that our us8 of Governors@ lektedrs 
as a basis for our analysis may have rasultsd in our ov@r:!looking 
some State commitments. Our analysis was basad on whethdjr the 
Governor fulfilled the sta’tutory peedeclaration requiremeInt and 
certifl.ed as to State and local government commitments, /IL wo 
included those commitments made after-the-fact in OUK 
the results should not change significantly because, as 
indicates, the numbsr of instances was rare. 

Time par iod ,, 8,’ 

The relationship batwesn when tha! decision was made 
type of decision is not entirely clear. Figure 2 shows 
ber of disasters declared and denied for each 
years 1979 and 1980. Toward the end of fiscal year 
rations incrsaaed, perhaps indicating more severe weaths 
ditions or a more liberal administration policy. Denial 
creased thereafter, perhaps indicating less severe weath 
ditions, a shortage of Federal funds, or a more coneervafive 
administration policy. 

In our regression analyses, 
inflation. 

time was used ae a proxy for 
See discussion in appendix II, page 47. 
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Political, influence 

We performed a limited analysis of the relationship between 
the deCi.siQn and the political party .in power in each affected 
area. We compared the political parties of the Governors, Sen- 
ators, and Representatives of the affected areas with the deci- 
sions to declare and deny disaster requests. 

Except for State Governors, we could find little, if a;ny, 
indication that political factors influ,,enced the outcome. ‘Table 
7 shows the distribution of the Governors’ political affiliation 
by type of decision, On the surface it looks like the opposition 
(Republican) party had a better chance of having its requedts 
granted. 

Table 7 

Governors’ 
political 

affiliation 
Decision Percent of total 

Declared Denied Total Declared Denied 

Democrat 
Republican 

‘41 23 64 
22 6 28 

Other or missing 4 0 4 - 100 

Total 67 29 96 = C zz& 
Influence of combining factors 

36 
21 

0 

The analysis up to this point has looked at the impac of 
each factor individually. In practice, FEMA subjectively val- 
uates each request on the basis of combinations of factors 

1 
To 

evaluate this combined effect, we used a statistical techn que 
called regression analysis. 

granted. Additional nonquantifiable data could then be 
make the final decision. (See app. II.) 

j 

e de- 

eople 

Using data from 96 requests and regression analyses, 
veloped mathematical models that estimate the relationship between 
the decision and various combinations of factora, such as 
injured, homes damaged, and State per capita income. The odels 
can also be used to assist in the evaluation of new reques 
New information could be entered into the formula, and it 

s. 
ould 

then be used to predict the probability of the request bei g 
us d to 

We developed six different models using different combina- 
tions of factors, as shown in table 8. Some models appear 
have better predictive power than others, aa noted by the 
centage of decisions that the model agreed with the FEMA t 
In general, the models support the inferences one would dr 
the previous tables. The models indicate that the estimat 
eligible cost in dollars, in combination with number of hc 
damaged and number of people injured, are positively assoc 
with the decisions. The higher their values the greater t 
chance a request will be approved. Requests for combinat! 
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both individual and public assistance have the best chance of 
being declared. Month of decision and per capita income are 
negatively associated with FEMA’s decisions. For example, as per 
capita income incrraa~~168, the chance of a request being approved 
decreases. Also, there appears to be little, if anyI relationship 
between State commitment and the decision. 

Table 8 

Variables Used In Regress!.on Models 

Model Number 

2 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

L 

4 2 

x 

x x 

x x 

x x 

x x 

X 

X 

Variables8 

Type of assistance 
requested 

Estimated eligible 
cost 

Number of people 
injured 

Number of homes 
damaged 

state per capita 
income 

Decision month 

State commitment 

Interaction term with 
several variables 

X 

Number of cases used 96 

Percent of cases 
agreeing with FEMA 
decision 

85 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

2 

X 

‘X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

96 

86 

96 s/87 k/67 40 
I, 

83 83 81 91i5 

E/Deleted nine very large disasters with missing values for’ 
selected variables. 

VIncludes only requests for both individual and public as&stance 
and deletion of nine large disasters. I 

z/Includes only requests for individual or for public assistance. 



The mbdel$ were useful in providing insights about FEMA’s 
implicit decision criteria and the extent that FEMA applied the 
criteria consistently. 

Since FEMA seems to be more willing to grant certain types 
of assistance than others, we tried to capture this additional 
factor in other statistical models. These models focused dti- 
marily on the type of assistance granted and were also used to 

~ identify cases where,FEMA may have made inconsistent decisqons. 

The six original models plus the&$ additional .models ‘den- 
tified 20 decisions where FEMA may have applied the triter t a 
inconsistently. FEMA approved seven requests which OUK an lyses 
predicted would have normally been denied. Conversely, 1 FE A 
denied 13 requests which our analyses predicted would haves 
normally been declared. Part of the reason for these diff rences 
could be due to the limitations of OUK analyses OK the dat used. 

Our further analysis of the quantifiable data related to 
these 20 decisions disclosed 8 decisions which” were very i con- 
sistent with the majority of FEMA’s decisions. Table 9 

i 
li ts 

these decisions and compares the values of key indicators or 
each type of assistance granted or denied. The first five re- 
quests which were declared generally had less than average’values 
for three key indicators of disaster magnitude--estimated eli- 
gible costs, homes destroyed, and people in j ured . In three of 
these requests, the per capita income-- an indicator of financial 
capability-- is higher than the average. FEMA also denied three 
requests for which the estimated eligible costs, homes damaged, 
and people injured were generally higher than the average. Only 
one of the denials had per capita income higher than the average. 

We cannot judge whether FEMA made improper decisions 
of the requests. Out review of the records for the 20 dec 
with which our models disagreed disclosed .a variety of sub 
reasons for FENA’s final decisions. While many FEMA decks 
appeared to be proper, some were not as clearcut because e 
decision was based upon various criteria that were not uni 
applied. One request for public assistance, for example, 
granted because the disaster had weakened State and local 
resources so that it lacked the ability to respond to othe 
emergencies in the foreseeable future. While we do not qu 
the validity of this particular declaration, we did note t 
such forward thinking was not applied to any of the other 
that we reviewed. 
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Decision 
number 

3 

G 
6 

9 

23 

24 

27 

30 

46 

Type of 
assistance 
granted or 

denied 

Public 

Public 

Individual 

Both 

Public 

Denied 

Denied 

Denied 

Table9 

Inconsistent F&WI Decisions Identified by GAO Model 

Estimated eligible cost damaged and destroyed people injured 
Averaee tor For this ilverane for For this Aversne for For this 

this-type decision 
------ (millions) ------- 

$ 5.90 $ -61 

5.90 4.86 

3.98 .44 

14.09 2.00 

5.90 10.80 

1.12 1.35 

1.12 f 1.43 

1.12 1.67 

this-type 

483 

483 

1,092 

858 

483 

73 
73 

73 

decision this-tyme detiSi0l.k 

40 13 4 

555 13 0 

450 22 0 

312 io 0 

0 13 0 

334 1 3 

251 1 0 

93 1 3 

$7,775 ~5,~ 

1.775 9,353 

8.105 7,477 

7,728 8,775 

7.775 9,269 

8,227 9,055 

8,227 7,185 

3,227 8,226 

Per capita income 
Average fur Fat tbrs 

this tVpe decision 



CONCLUSIONS * 

In assessing the impact of a disaster, FEMA seeks to quantify 
severity and magnitude in terms of losses and damage, determine 
what resources are available from others to cover the lbsse!s and 
damage, and arrive at the unmet needs which would be eligible 
for assistance from FEMA. If the unmet needs are causing undue 
hardship and suffering to individuals or governments, a disaster 
declaration is warranted. 

For the most part, FEMA is consistent in determining the 
severity and magnitude of a disaster, even though it does not 
always have complete information documented in a uniform m nner. 
Complete information on damages and losses is understandab y 

! difficult to obtain because of the nature of the circumsta ces 
under which they are obtained. On the other hand, some of~the 
missing information ma? have been overlooked or ignored. The 

~ lack of uniformity in Governors’ letters and regional damacje 
assessments contribute to such a problem. 

The best means for FEMA to assure that it receives al 
available information in the shortest possible time is to 
a uniform format to supplement the information now provide 
State and local governments and regional offices and requi 
they be used consistently. This uniform format could incl 
provisions for all the specific damage and loss data which 
needs. Since estimated eligible costs seem to be strongly 
sociated with the decision, these estimates should be give 
titular attention. Also, the formats could provide for Go 
to support their statements on capability and commitment. 

3 
With more complete and uniform information, FEMA coul 

I velop computer models such as those we developed in this r 
This tool would be useful as a guide to future decisionmak 

I serve as a record for management evaluation. 

/ RECOMMENDATIONS 
e 

We recommend that the Director, FEMA: 

--Develop comprehensive, uniform forms to be used by 
Governors when submitting their requests and by reg 
offices when performing damage assessments. 

--Use computer models, such as those developed by GAOI, 
a tool for program decisionmaking and evaluation. 

1 AGENCY COMMENTS AND OUR EVALUATION , 
The Director, FEMA, informed us that FEMA would consj 

developing comprehensive, uniform damage assessment forms 
its current revision of the regulation relating to the dec 
tion process. Shortly after receipt of the Director’s con 
FEMA established a plan for considering this recommendatic 
it expects to complete by July 1, 1982. We have no basis 
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evaluating the Director’s response to our recommendations and the 
FEMA plan until the regulation has actually been issued. 

The Director did not agree to use computer models as a tool 
for program dsclsionmaking and evaluation. He said that the use 
of a computer model may have some merit In the evaluation of 
certain aspects of the Disaster Relief Program, but that itis use 
in decisionmaking with regard to disaster requests is severely . 
limited. He said there is no proper way to quantify key factors 
such as hardship, suffering, and impact for use in a deciston- 
making computer model. Subsequent to this reply, EEMA deckdsd 
to have a consultant review its computer applications and riecom- 
mend appropriate changes. It expects to complete this act!on by 
October 1, 1982. 

We do not suggest that the use of computers models wo ld 
~ supplant the judgment of agency officials in assessing u the hard- 
( ship and suffering 01: the impact of a diSaSteK. On the ot er 
) hand, we believe that using computer models can be an extr mely 

a ~ effective tool for program evaluation and management contr,l. 

Each disaster file is handled on an individual, ad ho 
II 

without formal reference to the circumstances or expetienc 
lessons learned in the evaluation of prior disasters. Con 
ly, program evaluators only consider the factors associate 
the current incident. Problems discussed throughout this 
about missing data and the lack of consistency in the qua1 
methodology of disaster assessments indicate a need for mo#e uni- 
formity in disaster evaluations. By using computer modelsi FEMA 
could develop formulas which would enable it to predict wh 

il 
ther 

a current incident would be declared a disaster based on p st 
expel: ience . Such information would help FEMA judge the cu 
incident. Also, if the data related to the disasters were 
puterized, FEMA would have the ability to search its prior 
aster records to identify similar disaster situations and 
stances and enable it to compare the similarities and diff 
before making judgments on a current disaster request. 
model analyses and disaster comparisons could, be present 
the Director, FEMA, for consideration in making a recomm 
to the President. 

Our use of computer models dealt primarily with the 
fiable factors associated with the severity and magnitud 
disasters in an attempt to evaluate FENA’s past decision 
identify the implicit criteria used in the decisionmakin 
ess. If FEMA used a similar approach, it may eventually 
that some of the data it gathers has little influence on 
decisions or that its decisions seem to be based on othe 
not included in the computer model. Thus, it could refine”its 
data-gathering techniques and more clearly establish the ctiteria 
it implicitly uses in its decisionmaking process. These m+dels 
could also be expanded to include information pertaining t the 
capability of State and local governments and their relate’ 8 com- 
mitments. And, as experience is gained, and the usefulnes(? of 



the models increases, some measuraa of hardship, sufferhi, and 
impact might eventually be developed. 

Finally, various management reports could be developid for 
the Director, FENA, and othe,r officials which would prbvide them 
with better management control over the operations of the’disas- 
ter assistance program off ice. 



CHAPTER 3 

IMPROVEMENTS SHOULD BE MADE IN EVALUATING 

THE ABILITY OF STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 

TO HANDLE MAJOR DISASTERS AND EMERGENCIES 

Improvements in FEMA’s evaluation process should be made 
even though it is faced with a difficu,,,l.t task of obtaining’ade- 
quate information under the stressful conditions existing in a 
natural disaster. FEMA should obtain certain uniform information 
regarding a disaster to speed up and improve the quality and con- 
sistency of its decisionmaking. 
local governments is minimal. 

Formal guidance to State +nd 
FEMA’s published regulations re- 

garding procedures for requesting major disaster or emerge cy 
assistance essentially restate the law; require little add ; tional 
information; and do not reveal the policies, procedures, and 
practices used by FEMA to evaluate *the information. 

FEMA’s methods of evaluating State and local governments* 
ability to handle major disasters are not clearly defined pnd are 
not uniformly followed. FEMA’ assesses the 
of the event, the capability and commitment 
governments, and then makes its recommendation to the 
These assessments vary greatly as to the type, quality, 
of information used to reach the decision. Furthermore, 
not document oral information, such as telephone 
evaluation meetings, which are important inputs 

The lack of consistency in the quality and methodolog 
disaster assessments and the lack of knowledge by outsider 
FENA’s methods of evaluation can create doubt as to whethe 
Federal Government is only providing supplemental 
whether each request is judged in a fair and 
Better advanced planning and the issuance of 
procedures would alleviate the problem. 

LIMITED GUIDANCE FOR 
STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 

Numerous Federal programs become available to States hen a 
major disaster or an emergency is declared. The Congress 

p” 
id not 

intend for the Federal Government to assume a unilateral role in 
responding to such occurrences. To the contrary, the act% purpose 
Is to assist “State and local governments in carrying out [their 
responsibilities to alleviate the suffering and damage which result 
from such disasters.” (42 U.S.C. 5121(b), (1976 ea.)) 

The procedures for obtaining Federal assistance, as o~utlined 
j in the act, are as follows: 

--The Governor of the affected State shall request a ~major 
disaster or emergency declaration by the President.: 



--The Governor’s request shall be based on a finding thht 
the major disaster or emergency is of such severity a’hd 
magnitude that effective response is beyond the capabiility 
of the State and the affected local governments. 

--For major disaster requests, the Governor shall also:’ 

1. Take appropriate action under State law and direct I 
execution of the State’s emergency plan. I 

2. Furnish information on the extent and nature of St te 
resources which have been or will be used to allev ‘ate 
the condition of the disaster. 4 

. 
3. Certify that for the current disaster, 

government obligations and expenditures will 
the expenditure of a reasonable amount of their 
alleviating the damage, loss, hardship, or 
sulting from such disaster. Additionally, 
ments must be a significant proportion of the 
local government obligations and expenditures. 

--The prior expenditure of funds is not a prerequisite for 
emergency requests, but the Governor is still a requir d to: 

1. Furnish information describing State and local eff rts 
i and resources which have been or will be used to a!leviate 

the emergency. 

2. Define the type and extent of Federal aid required+ 

For major disasters, FEMA’s regulations require that G ver- 
norsl requests include (1) an estimate of the amount and se erity 
iof the damage, broken down by type, such as private nonagri ul- 
tural, agricultural, and public, (2) a statement of actions e 
pending or taken by the State and local legislative and governing 
authorities with regard to the disaster, (3) a certificatio as 
to the amount of State and local. government expenditures an ob- 
ligations that will be used which will not require Federal 

H 
eim- 

bursement, (4) an estimate of the extent and nature of Fede al 
assistance and funds needed for each disaster-affected area, and 
(5) other appropriate justifications in support of the h requ, st. 

For emergency requests, the Governor is required to de’cribe 
the State and local efforts and resources which have been o ! will 
be used for which no Federal funding will be requested. Thb re- 
quest must also define the particular type and specific extent 
of Federal aid required. 

The Governor of the affected State is responsible for om- 
plying with these provisions of the law and implementing II re, ula- 
tions. Likewise, FEMA is responsible for obtaining suff icilent, 
physical and financial information so that it can make an iinformed 
recommendation to the President. Unfortunately, FEMA’s reg~ula- 
tions do little to clarify and explain the law nor do they ~ 
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provide informatian to Governors as to the factors FEMA uses and 
considers when it evaluates the States’ capabilities and commit- 
ments. Consequently, Governors are unable to predict the outcome 
of their requests with any degree of certainty. This is partly 
evidenced by the fact that 64 Governors’ requests, or 42 percent, 
have been denied since the beginning of fiscal year 1979. 

EVALUATXON OF THE CAPABILITY AND 
COMMITMENT OF STATE AND LOCAL 
GOVERNMENTS NOT CONCLUSIVE 

By law, Federal disaster assistance is intended to b ~ 

I 

supple- 
mentary in nature. It should be provided only when the se’verity 
and magnitude of a major disaster or emergency is beyond t~he capa- 
bilities of the State and affected local governments to efifec- 
tively respond and when they have committed, for major disIasters, 
a “reasonable” amount of their funds to alleviate the dama e, 
loss, hardship, or suffering. Capability is a crucial i det, rminant 
because many States may be able to respond to very severe Hisas- 
ters, whereas other States may not be able to respond to lbsser 
disasters. Capability can al,so be a crucial determinant 
judging the reasonableness of the dollar value of commitme ts 
which State and local governments are required to make.. 

The bases for, and supporting documentation of, FENA’ deter- 
minations of State and local capability and the reasonable ess 
of their commitments are often not conclusive. FEMA does 

I 

ot 
require strict adherence to the requirements of the act an it 
does not require complete and uniform information for meas ring 
capability or for determining the reasonableness of commit ents. 
The type and quantity of information obtained on capabilit and 
commitment varies from request to request and, thus, leadsto 
considering different information for decisionmaking. 

FEMA does not always require Governors 
to comply with legal requirements 

The act requires Governors to follow certain specified 
procedures as a prerequisite to obtaining Federal disaster assis- 
tance. These procedures were established to ensure that F deral 
assistance was supplementary to State and local disaster 1 a sis- 
tance and that States were making good faith efforts to doiwhat 
they could to alleviate the damage, loss, hardship, and su ,fering. f 
Governors in many cases are not providing sufficient information, 
and FEMA is not requiring such information to make basic deter- 
minations relating to capability and commitment. 

Our analysis of 96 major disaster requests in fiscal ears 
1979 and 1980 disclosed that almost one-half of the reques’s did 

iI not contain (1) the required statement of finding by the G vernor 
that the disaster was of such severity and magnitude that I;t was 
beyond the capability of State and local governments, (2) ai cer- 
tiflcation by the Governor that State and local commitmentq were 
a reasonable amount of available funds, or (3) either statament. 
The requests granted and denied are as follows: 
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Major disasters 
granted 

Fiscal ysar 
1980 

Fiscal year 
1979 

Total 

Major disasters 
den ied 

Fiscal year 
1980 

Fiscal year 
1979 

Governor did not make required statement 
Beyond Reasonable 

capability commitment Total 

4 

6 
10 

6 

8 
14 - 

1 

4 

1z 

Total 

Total 

11 

20 

31 

12 

2 

14 
45 = 

Our computer analysis as to the importance of the pr ‘sence 
or absence of these statements revealed that they did nothave a 
signif icant influence on FEMA’s final decision. This was further 
supported by our indepth review of 31 major disaster decl rations 
and denials, 8 of which lacked a capability statement and 5 of 
which lacked a commitment statement. : 

Capability 

These requests usually contained no comments whatsoe 
regarding State and local capability or they only emphasi 
need for Federal assistance. For example, in one 
was approvad, the Governor said “It is my judgment 
assistance is necessary to supplement the State and 
* * **‘I 

FEMA officials told us that the fact that State and 
governments could not adequately respond to the 
plicit in the Governor’s statement. FEMA told 
the Governor did not employ the precise wording of the 
request certainly evinced an understanding of the spirit 
and legislative intent. 
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In another request, the Governor said: 

“In my judgment, Federal assistance is necessary to 
effectively alleviate the conditions caused by the 
disaster. Legislative bodies of the affected areas 
(4 counties) are considering all ways of coping with 
the financial problems involved. W 

The Governor made no statement whatsoever regarding State 
capability, although it is one of the moist affluent States in 
the Nation. In this case, FEMA concluded that one county dig 
not have the capability to handle the disaster and it was gr)Elnted 
Federal assistance. FEMA told us that, based on telephone con- 
versations between headquarters and the region, it determined 
the State would not be able to provide an effective response to 
the unmet needs in one of the four counties involved, but th,e 
Fationale for this decision was not documented. 

An Assistant General Counsel, FEMA, said it was 
sible to declare a major disaster if the Governor 
ithat the situation is beyond the caeabilities of the State 
/local governments. 

I Commitment 

In these requests the Governors generally described Stdte 
and local efforts being made and actions being taken to all viate 

’ the disaster situation. 1 And, even when a dollar commitment iwas 
jmentioned, the Governors did not always certify that it wasa 
treasonable amount of available State and local government f nds. 4 
! ‘For example, one Governor said that 200 State employees and (nu- 
!merous crews from the county, the district, and contractors were 
lworking on the disaster and that certification of expenses 1 n- 
/curred for this disaster would be transmitted as soon as po 
]FEMA’s regional office reported that the State legislature 
recently enacted the fiscal year budget without providing f 
for disaster assistance and that the State’s expenditures h 
been insignificant. The required certification by the Gove 
was not in FEMA’s files so we asked FEMA to explain the bas 
for recommending this major disaster request which was decl 
FEMA told us that its I 

“* * * declaration letter stipulated 75/25 cost 
sharing of eligible public assistance and this 
was considered an adequate commitment on the part 
of the State and local governments.’ 

State commitments must be 
significantly proportional 

The act requires that State commitments be a significa’ t 
proportion of State and local government obligations and ex endi- 
tures. FEMA cannot possibly determine whether State commit ents 
3re significantly proportional when commitments (1) are on1 5 
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described’ as s’ignificant, (2) do not specify obligations and 
expenditures of local governments, or (3) include a total Pjmount 
not identified to either the State or local government. Fdr 
example, one Governor who requested Federal assistance only cer- 
tified that State and local governments would make reasonable 
expenditures and obligations consisting of State and local :efforts 
for public safety, rescue, removal of debris, and the State’s 
share of the individual and family grant program. 
dollar estimates for these expenditures. 

He included no 
I 

Regarding this Governor’s certifiEation, the FEMA reg on 
reported that it had requested additional information esti ating 
the monetary value of State assistance. The region said iI t is 
information was not available from the State at that time 
if required by headquarters, It would be provided later. 
ever, based on its inspection and past experience with Sta 
operations, the region concluded that the State would cant 
to provide all available State .resources in recovery opera 
Federal assistance was provided even though FEMA did not h 
the required information on State and local commitments. 

One year later ,this same Governor made similar statem 
regarding State and local government commitments for anoth 
disaster without specifying details on the commitment. FE 
estimated that this commitment would amount to $115,000 ba 
on the estimated cost for debris removal and emergency pro 
tive measures. Although FEMA did not determine the propor 
State and local government commitments, Federal assistance~was 
granted. 

The Director said that corrective action has been takhn and 
that FEMA is insisting that legal requirements are complie with 
when a request is made. In this regard, the weekly Direct 
Memorandum dated February 27, 1981, issued to headquarters and 
regional personnel , B 

r’s 

contained the following policy stateme, t: 

“1. .On receipt of requests from Governors for 
Presidential declarations under PL 93-288, care- ~ 
fully review the requests to ascertain that the 
request complied with the requirement for certain 
essential elements of information such as State 
and local commitment or implementation of the 
State emergency plan (for major disasters). Where 
such required actions are not included in the 
request, it should be noted in the acknowledgement 
to the Governor and the State advised to furnish 
the information in order to preclude a delay in 
processing. W 

This matter will also be considered when FEMA revises its ~ 
regulation on the Declaration Process. 
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Analysis and evaluation of 
capability anal commitment 
data Is inadequate 

FEMA does not use the same type of information for (1) 
measuring the capability of State and local governments and (2) 
assessing the reasonableness of their commitments. Each request 
is analyzed and evaluated on different bases and, thus, there is 
no assurance that each major disaster and emergency reque$t is 
considered in a fair and equitable manner. We recognize the need 
for FEMA to act quickly when a disaster occurs. However, ~ this 
situation could be remedied if FEMA makes States aware inadvance 
of the kinds of information it needs to perform complete nd uni- 
form evaluations and consistently requires the States to rovide 
the information. 

Governors generally provide much of the information equired 
~ by the law and regulation, but they do not provide much o the 
) information FEMA uses in its evaluation. They usually de i tribe 
~ State and local efforts by identifying the various departments and 
~ agencies whose personnel and equipment have been used to t ‘espond 
i to the incident and assist individuals, evacuate citizens/ remove 
~ debris, and perform emergency’protective measures. These iefforts 

are known as “soft match,’ since the salary and equipment 
would normally not have exceeded the cost of regular oper 
Soft match is not usually quantified in terms of dollars 

,’ Governors usually identify the type of State and local wo 
i has been done or will be done and the amount of funds spe 
/ be spent for which no Federal reimbursement will be reque I / 
I Some Governors also voluntarily provide additional i forma- 
1 tion regarding State and local financial conditions, gene al 

economy of the affected area, : and prior disaster history., 

Although FEMA believes each disaster request must 
subjectively evaluated on its own merit, it did develop a 
nal paper in 1975 on the “Logic of Evaluating Requests fo 
laration of a Major Disaster.” To measure capability, FE 
objective is to determine what State and local government 
or have the ability to do. The paper suggests consider in 
States’ (1) authority to spend funds, (2) financial condi 
(3) general economy--income, unemployment, etc., and ( 4) 
disaster history. The paper also suggests considering lo 
and concentration of damage. To evaluate the reasonablen 
commitments, FEMA’s objective is to determine whether the 
and local government response is commensurate with the se 
and magnitude of the incident and whether the State is pl 
an important role in the recovery effort. In this regard 
paper suggests considering (1) general economy, (2) impac 
incident on fiscal outlays, (3) fiscal outlays in recent1 
clared and non-declared disasters, (4) authority to spend 
(5) debt and borrowing limitations, 
contribution, 

and (6) bottom line or forced 
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In June 1981, headquarters advised the regions that their 
damage assessments were not uniform. Regions were instructed to 
review the “Logic” paper for guidance and were offered copies of 
the paper if it were not available in the regions. 

We used these guidelines to determine the type and quabtity 
of information FEMA actually uses to arrive at its decisionis. 
FEMA uses the Covernorls rtlqueat and obtains whatever additkonal 
information that is readily available to make a decision. The 
Director informed us that for marginal cases, the F-EMA national 
office requests additional information tihich may require fi ld 
trips and research. i: Nevertheless, the following schedule s ows 
the type of information FEMA considered in the 31 disaster ~ 
requests we reviewed. 

Requests 
Information Information 

Type of information provided by added by 
considered Governors FEMA 

Prior disaster history 
General economy ’ 
Fiscal outlays in 

recent disasters 
Authority to spend funds 
Financial condition 
Impact of disaster 

on fiscal outlays 
Surplus 
Ability to spend funds 
Debt and borrowing 

capac I ty 

14 10 ;‘24 
9 12 &I 

13 7 “20 
6 9 ~15 
7 7 14 

6 6 
0 7 
4 0 

0 1 

‘12 

‘I 

i 1 

Not@ t FEMA declared 24 and denied 7 of these disaster requests. 

The weight or influence which these factors have on F MA’s 
subjective decisions are impossible to determine. In some re- 
quests FEMA considered information on only one factor and 1 n other 
requests FEMA considered information on several factors. ~ 

We believe that if FEMA is to evaluate requests on a 

f 

air 
and equitable basis, it must obtain the same type of infor ation 
in every case and uniformly evaluate them. FEMA’s decisio s for 
declarations or denials may have been different if additio ‘al 
information factors had been considered in individual case . For 
example, in one case FEMA based a denial, in part, on the II act 
that the State and local governments had debt and borrowing 
capacity. Had this factor been uniformly considered in all re- 
quests, other FEMA declarations might have been denials. 

The financial conditions of States vary, with many St tes 
having large surpluses. il Few Governors provide information ,on 
surplus funds in their requests. If they do, they usually ~advise 
that they do not have the authority to spend surplus funds ~for 
disaster relief. Some States also advise that they have no 



authority or programs to aid their own citizens or their 1 &al 
governments. FEMA provides Federal assistance to States $ n t 
having the authority to spend surplus funds or provide oth+r 
assistance. t 

For example, FEMA denied a major disaster request bet 
the State and at least one of the two affected counties ha 
surplus balances. The Governor protested FEMA’$ decision. 
explained that he did not have the authority to spend surp 
funds without approval from the State legislature. 
recommended and the President declared an emergency 
assistance was provided. A week later the State leg 
to convene and could have authorized State assistance. 

Surplus does not appear to be a valid and relia 
of State capability since FEMA does not know whIether 

: sible. Nevertheless, if State surplus is a factor c 
~ FEMA in reaching its subjective decision, then FEMA 

formly consider this factor for all requests. 

FEMA denies Federal assistance to States wh 
the request is primarily for ‘budgetary relief.” 
quests, FEMA generally finds that much of the da 
been repaired and that Federal assistance would es 
place budgeted funds spent. Whether these budgete 

(’ been earmarked for other essential public services 
~ gone is not considered. Had the State and local 
I proceeded and made the repairs, they would have ha 
i and Federal assistance may have been provided. 
i penalizes those who take care of their needs in 
: Federal assistance. If this practice is valid, 
I a formal policy and made known to all States. 

FEMA may deny part of a request for Federal disaster ssis- 
tance if it believes the State or local government commitm nt is 
inadequate. For example, one Governor identified six depa tments 

i 
of the State that had committed personnel and some equipme t. He 
said t 

“State and local efforts in response to this disaster 
have been and are presently continuing to be signifi-, 
cant in the areas of debris removal, damage assessmen 
and recovery efforts. I , 

* * * Costs for these items andI; 
the indirect costs of managing the disaster recovery 
effort from the State and local funds are considered 

] 

to be a significant contribution toward disaster cost’ b 
for which no Federal reimbursement will be requested.” 

FEMA considered the State commitment to be totally un,ccept- 
able, but still granted Federal assistance to individuals nd, 
ultimately, for limited public assistance. FEMA explained 

:i 

to us 
that it concluded that correcting the damage and loss to p blic 
facilities was within the capability of the State and loca 
governments. Consequently, its denial of public assistant/e would 
force these governments to repair their own public facilitbes. 



As such, this wduld constitute an increaor in ~~rnrn~~~~~~~ ,,:lwhl 
FEMA then considered reasonable, This practice iskn&wJii; 6ar 
ing a commitment. In our viewI the Governor rhoul+ !!&advia 
that the commitment is inadequate and be given an opportunit 
increase it. Otherwiae, the entire requemst should be denis& 

FEMA's inability ta obt,ain adrPguate and rqaonablrms ~~~~~ 
hnd local government commitmenta is acknowledged by ita adaption 
of a 75 psrcent/25 percent &et-sharing policy with regard tb 
eligible public ~~8~~t~n~e costs. We found that this polEcy/ 
'is consistent with the act, as discussed'more fully.in chapter 4. 

I STATES' FINANCIAL CAPABILI,TIES 
WEED TO BE ADEQUATELY ASSESSED 

In August 1979, we reported on FEMA's reimbursement policies 
ifor snow emergencies (CED-79-97). IJ We identified problem 
~FEMA's reimbursement policies and made several 1 

in 
recommendati ns 

,to correct these policies. FEMA has not resolved all of the 
~problems. One unresolved problem concerns inequities in th$ 
~Disaster Relief Act of 1974. Our report recognized that the way 
the act is implemented unfairly penalizes or rewards States 
applying for Federal reimbursements because of differences in 
State laws and States' preparedness to deal with major disasters 
and emergencies. We recommended that FEMA prepare a comprehen- 
sive analysis of the impact of these potential inequities on 
Federal disaster assistance and submit to the Congress a detailed 

iplan and legislative changes to correct such weaknesses. 
/ FEMA agreed that inequities exist in disaster relief b cause 
/of differences in State laws, fiscal procedures, and ii! flexib lity 
jin allocating funds. It agreed to conduct a study if directed 
;by the Congress to do so. 

/ The recommended analysis has not been undertaken. If his 
analysis had been undertaken, FEMA would now be in a better " posi- 
tion to evaluate the capability of State and local governme 
and the reasonableness of their commitments. And, the 
discussed in this report may have been minimized. 

FEMA said that our comments on budgetary relief (p. 
are not consistent with the comments and recommendations 
by GAO in its August 1979 report on FEMA's reimbursement 
for snow emergencies. 

IL/The GAO report was actually directed to the Administrator of 
the Federal Disaster Assistance Administration, one of F$MA's 
predecessor agencies. 

31 



We requested that FEMA identify the specific cbmments and 
recommendations to which they referred. They identified several 
pages in our August 1979 report and informed us that throughout 
these pages we were Insisting that States use all available 
resources before Federal assistance be provided. 

We believe that FEMA has misinterpreted the message i 
both of OUK reports. That message is that FEMA is not ade uately 

to their own disasters and emergencies, 1 assessing the capability of State and local governments to respond 
Our August 1979 report 

contained comments, such as the following: I 

--“The act intends that Federal funds should not be d s- 
bursed to the extent that the State can use its leg lly 
available financial and physical resources.” i 

--“The act requires that State and local governments 
k 

ill 
do all they are capable of doing in responding to s ow- 
storms before Federal assistance may be provided.” 1 

--“To the extent that States have the financial capacbty 
to meet the demands of the snowstorm, they should net- be 
eligible to receive financial assistance under the 

P 
ct.” 

Our August 1979 report also made the following recommendation: 

--That FEYA “revise the snow removal reimbursement poticy 
to better safeguard the President’s 
by (1) ensuring that Federal reimbursements are 
to States that can afford their own cost of 
(2) reimbursing only the cost of those 
the State could not have performed 
cial assistance, and (3,) discontinuing 
for costs that would have been incurred without a 
storm.” 

In discussing “budgetary relief” in this report, we r 
to those situations where Federal assistance*, is denied to 
who have, as an expediency, 
sources for disaster assistance. 

I 

ferred 
tates 

used budgeted funds from other’ 
This raises a question ala to 

whether the States have used all “available” financial res’ urces P or whether they have gone beyond their own financial capablility. 

A major issue in both reports is that FEMA does not k ow 
what State and local government funds are available for disaster 
assistance and are, therefore, not adequately assessing th t 
capability of State and local governments to handle their own 
disasters. 

i CONCLUSIONS 

When a major disaster or an emergency occurs, FEMA neieds to 
quickly evaluate the situation and determine whether a declara- 
tion should be made. FEMA reacts to the situation, obtain’s 
and considers readily available information, and makes its! 
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recommendation to the President. However, FEMA does not always 
document the ralevant factors considered in their decisions. 
Better advancaB planning by FEMA and uniform policies, procedures, 
and guidelinss wauld enable FEMA to speed the process while, at 
the same time, enable it to obtain more information and perform 
‘better analyses. This should also minimize unwarranted requests 
and the expenditure of Federal resources to evaluate the requests. 

Not all Governors comply with the requirements of the act 
and regulations. As a result, FEMA freq,,uently finds it nece)s- 
sary to work with incomplete information. FEMA should advi$e the 
States in advance as to the specific nature of these requir ments 
and make it clear that future requests which fully comply w th 
,Federal laws and regulations will help avoid delays in proc ! ssing 
their requests. 

FEMA has made little effort to inform States fully on +I he 
ipolicies, procedures, methods, 
revaluate requests. 

and guidelines which it uses1 to 
The disclosure of such information would 

enable State and local governments to better decide whether’ 
they had a valid request to make and provide them with know+ 
sledge of the types and amounts of information FEMA needs to!make 
its decision. 

Differences in State laws, fiscal procedures, and fund ng 
levels make it dkfficult for FEMA to assess States’ capabil 1 ty 

land create inequities among the States in administering disaster 
irelief. 

~REC~~MENDATIONS 
I 

We recommend that the Director, FEMA: I 

--Reevaluate and improve FEMA’s assessment criteria for 
evaluating major disaster and emergency requests. 

--Establish written policies, procedures, and guidelin s 
to use when evaluating major disaster and emergency 
requests and publish them in the Federal Register. 

i 

his 
should include (1) an explanation of FEMA’s basic philos- 
ophy for evaluating capability and commitment, (2) a 
explanation of the use of evaluation factors, such als debt 
and borrowing capacity, surplus funds, prior disasteir 
hfstory, and (3) FENA’s positions on budgetary relielf, 
forced commitments, and similar matters. 

--Require that Governors’ requests include comprehensi!ve 
information on the financial capability of the States, 
the availability of such resources under State law, iper 
capita income, disaster trends, and similar factors ito 
expedite FEMA’s assessment of the level of capability each 
State could attain and to aid FEMA in evaluating then 
reasonableness of State commitments. 
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--Make it clt~ar that future requests which fully camp 
Federal laws and regulations will help avoid Baldlyle 
processing the requests. 

--Require the documentation of all substantive discuer 
and evaluation meetings held by FEMA. 

AGENCY COMMENTS AND OUR EVALUATION 8’ -- 
The Director informed us that the first four recommen 

are being given consideration in the development of a ravi 
regulation on the Declaration Process. Shortly after rece 
the Director’s comments, FEMA established a plan for consi 
all of the foregoing recommendations, with final regulator 
to be completed by September 30, 1982. We have no basis f 
evaluating the Director’s response to our recommendations 
FEMA plan until the regulation has actually been issued. ~ 

lp with 
in 

lions 

lations 
red 
.pt of 
ler ing 
r action 
lr 
lnd the 

The Director agreed that documentation of the basis for 
their final recommendation to the President, including a ltatement 
of relevant factors considered, is needed. However, he w uld 
want the documentation process to impede the expeditious 1 

not 

ing of the requests. 
,rocess- 

rector, 
We had spoken to the former Associaqe Di- 

DR&R, regarding this matter and he did not believe that 
such documentation would slow down the decisionmaking process. 

RECOMMENDATION TO THE CONGRESS 

As recommended to FEMA in August 1979, we recommend dhat the 
Congress direct FEMA to prepare a comprehensive analysis f the 
impact of potential State inequities on Federal disaster ssis- 
tance and submit to the Congress a detailed plan and legi lative 
changes to correct such weaknesses. 



CHAPTER 4 

~;’ THE CONGRESS NEEDS TO CLARIFY 
1, 
11 DI#ASTER ASSISTANCE ISSUES 
r 

TWO recent FEMA ackions have raised serious concerns khat it 
~ may have changed the scope of the Disaster Relief Act, P+st, in 

May 1980 FEMA adopted a gene&al policy of requiring State land 
local governments to pay 25 percent of eligible public as&stance 
costs. 
events, 

Second, disaster assistance has been provided for ban-made 
such as the Love Canal chemical contamination and ithe 

Cuban refugee influx in Florida. Such assistance has stir(red 
considerable controversy because many feel that these situlations 
were not natural disasters covered by the act. 

FE-MA COST-SHARING POLICY 
-ISTENT WITH THE ACT 

FEMA has encauntered numerous problems, as explained [earlier, 
in trying to assess the "reasonableness" of State and lot 
ernment commitments. TQ overcome these problems, FEMA un 
ally adopted in May 1980 a policy of providing 75 percent 
funding for eligible public assistance costs and requirin 
State and local governments to finance the remaining 25 p 
FEMA advises us that the President ultimately decides the 
percent which State and local governments must assume. 

Problems in obtainin% 
a reasonable State and 
local commitment 

To ensure that Federal disaster assistance is supple ental 
to State and local efforts, FEMA regulations require each t State 
applying for Federal disaster relief to execute a FederaldState 
agreement as a prerequisite to receiving Federal disaster bassist- 
ante (44 C.F.R. 205.44 (1980)). Under these agreements, the 
Governor must assure that a reasonable amount of State and local 
government funds will be committed to disaster relief. ~ 

FEMA has difficulty in ascertaining the reasonablene 
the GQvernors’ commitments. FEMA’s experience is that th 
commitments extended to circumstances where the Governors 
occasion agreed to assume (1) the expense of accomplishin 
which is necessary for recovery purposes but which would 
eligible for Federal reimbursement under the disaster ass 
program, (2) administrative and other costs, 
the cost of prudent hazard mitigation to reduce or 
threat of similar future damage and hardship, or 
cost of particular projects or categories of projects whi 
otherwise be eligible for Federal reimbursement. 
also, at times, agreed to a contribution based on a perce 
disaster-related costs which would otherwise 
Federal reimbursement. 
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FEMA often found, after the fact, that the State and local 
contributions were not substantial OK significant. Furthermore, 
States were not always prudent in their requests for public 
asRlstance. The Associate Director, DR&R, told us that $tates 
were providing limited commitments so far as public assistance 
was concerned and that FEMA attempted to negotiate great’r con- 
tributions from States. The Deputy Associate Director, 8 R&R, 
told us that commitments were often soft, in that State nd local 
governments often used normal progra,ms such as police an fire 
departments as their required commitments. 

B 

At a Regional Directors’ conference in December 198’, the 
Director, FEMA, cautioned that “without restraints the D saster 
program could become a welfare program.’ 9 

Adoption of cost-sharing 
policy for public assistance 

In May 1980 FEMA adopted a policy of requiring all 
agree to pay 25 percent of the costs of eligible public 
ante programs unless such States could show, or the Pres 
determines, that 25 percent was not a reasonable commitm 
FEMA’s adoption of the cost-sharing approach was an effo 
obtain reasonable commitments of funds and uniformity am 
States. 

FEMA justified this new policy primarily on the gro 
it is in accordance with congressional intent to make Fe 
disaster assistance supplemental to State efforts and th 
;mo~ui:fy readily ensures that States will pay a nreasona 

of the costs of disaster relief. FEMA be1 ieves 
a policy would also provide greater equity among the Sta 
Some States, for example, have set aside funds to use in 
event of a disaster while other States have no fund and, 
fore, depend on 100 percent Federal funding. One State 
voter-imposed limitation on taxes argues that this limit 
grounds for more generous Federal disaster -assistance. 

FEMA also believes that such a cost-sharing arrange ent has 
the advantage of reducing Federal expenditures for the d saster 
relief program-- estimated at $30 million in fiscal year 982--and 
that it will reduce the time previously required to deli er 
disaster relief assistance to affected States by reducin the 
time it takes to evaluate the extent of State and local 
butions to the disaster relief effort. j ontri- 

FEMA policy creating 
opposition and concern 

FEMA’s cost-sharing policy has created much opposit 
concern on the part of Governors, legislators, and organ 
of State officials. The Governors who have had to agree 
cost-sharing in order to receive Feder.al disaster assist 
the 75/25 percent cost-sharing policy is an arbitrary FE 
cision that should not have been made without consulting 
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them and the CongrI)s@. They oontand that State and local 
governments slready bsrr dl, major role in disaster relief because 
of their prrdaclarrtion commitment of resources and their areump- 
tlon of ineligible 

B 
ublio asristancs costs. They also contend 

that PEMA's new 01 cy further burdens tha State and local gov- 
srnmsntr by rrgu ring P than to pick up, in addition to the above 
mentionad cost, 25 prrcbnt of’ the eligibls public assistance 
COSCfB. 

Legirlatorr have exprereed the belief that statutory 
authority doerr not support this policy, and several Governors 
have written directly to the President making such atatemenita as: 

--“I am signing the Disaster Agreement under protsat.“~ 

-“I murt object rtrongl 
raimbur$@ment Cot pub1 1 

to your limitation oi! Fade&. 
c facilitiss.N 

In view of the forsgoing, FEMA has submitted proposed ilegis- 
lstion to incorporate the 75/25 cost-sharing policy into p&sent 
law. 

‘Cost-sharinq policy 
consiPrtent with the act 

FEMA has not formalized its policy by promulgating a riegula- 
tion or by publishing a notice in the Federal Register. Bobever, 
our analysis of the act and its legislative history indicatbs 
that FEMA can determine that previous levels of sharing hav~e been 
unacceptably low and that 25 percent represents a reasonable level 
of State and local government participation in all foreseealble 
circumstances. The policy would not be proper if FEMA were~ un- 
willing to deviate from it no matter what the circumstancesi. How- 
ever, FEMA informs us that it remains willing to modify itsi cost- 
sharing ratio if the circumstances surrounding a disaster w/arranted 
a different cost-sharing ratio. Thus, 
policy is an abuse of discretion. 

we cannot say that F~EMA’s 
I 

While this policy has not been embodied In a formal r&e, 
i 1 

II 

FEMA has providea us with a draft of such a rule. The draft rule 
justifies this approach primarily on grounds that it is in ac- 
cordance with congressional intent to make Federal disaster 
assistance supplemental to State and local efforts and that such 
a policy readily ensures that States and local governments W ill 
pay a reasonable amount of disaster relief costs. 

The draft of FEMA’s proposed rule expressing its 75/25~ 
percent cost-sharing policy indicates that exceptions might: be 
nade when there are: 

“* * * such extraordinary and compelling 
circumstances, unique to a particular disaster- 
affected State, that State and local contribu- 
tions at this level or of this type would be 
clearly precluded. Such circumstances might 
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include the occurrence of an overwhelmingly I 8~ 
catastrophic event or repeated disasters 
affecting the same jucisdiction.” 

FEMA’s policy of requiring States to bear 25 percent of the 
cost of public assistance, if applied without exception,, could 
reault in State and local governments having to pay for disaster 
relief costs which they believe are beyond their capability or 
which they believe constitute more than a reasonable amount of 
State and local funds. Conversely, States which can afford to 
pay more than 25 percent could be allowed to contcibute less than 
a reasonable amount. 

We are not able to conclude that FEMA is acting improperly, 
as long as it does not refuse to make exceptions to the policy. 
In terms of the statutory goal that costs be shared between 
Federal and State and local authorities, FEMA can legitimately 
seek assuKances that the State and local governments ate, iin fact, 
contxibuting a reasonable amount o.f their funds, as KequiKed by 
section 301(b) of the act. As a consequence, based on its ex- 
perience with the program, FEMA concluded that 25 percent was a 
reasonable proportion for State and local governments in virtually 
all conditions. 

CONCLUSION 

FEMA’s apparently strict adherence to the 75/25 co 
ratio is based on a discretionary assessment that this 

/ 
sharing approach results in a reasonable level of State 
government paKticipation in disaster relief costs in al 

I all cases, It obviates the administrative problems ass 
j with attempting to determine a reasonable commitment for 
: disaster and also assuKes compliance with the sta 
I that the Federal aid be supplemental. 
[ 

Moreover, 
itself free to recommend providing more or less than 75 

, of the assistance should it be convinced in a par 
1 tion that an exception is warranted. 
~ 

Under these 
FENA’s cost-sharing policy is consistent with existing 1 

( ever, the policy has created controversy on the part of 
~ nolCs, legislators, and organizations of State officials. 

RECOMMENDATION TO THE CON6RESS 

Because of the controversy surrounding FENA’s 
PO1 icy I we recommend that the Congress reevaluate 
and clarify the extent to which supplemental Federal assi$tance 
should be given in major disasters and emergencies. 

j AGENCY COMMENTS AND OUR EVALUATION 
! 

The DiKeCtOK informed us that FEMA had not adopted a 
general policy of requiring State and local governments to pay 
25 percent ‘of eligible public assistance costs. He said $uch 
adoption would have had to be promulgated as a regulation, in 
the Federal Register. Accordingly, he said all KefeKenceS to 
FEMA’s policy on cost sharing should be corrected. 
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We see no need to change OUI terminology, We alcaa ur&ng 
the word ttpoli~yn in a general sense as deecribed by Webeter’s 
dictionaryr It a pr inc lple , plan , OK course of action, aa purmed 
by a government, organization, individual, etc.” We did not ad- 
dress the issue of whether this policy should have been promul- 
gated in the Federal Register as it was not germane to our 
review. 

USING THE DISASTER RELIEF 
ACT FOR OTHER THAN NATURAL 
CATASTROPHES NEEDS CLA~CATI~N 

In 1980 the President declared emergencies for the C’ban 
refugee influx into Florida and the chemical contaminatio of 
Love Canal in New York. This provoked congressional cone rn that 
the act was drafted too broadly and was being applied to 

1 
atas- 

trophes other than natural disasters as the Congress original- 
ly intended. 

Because other than natural catastrophes do not generally 
fall within the definition of those catastrophes specifically 
enumerated by section 102 of the act, major disaster OK emergency 
declaKationS issued in response to such catastrophes must be 
supported by reference to the general phrase in the act’s! defin- 
itional section “other catastrophe.” While a literal rea,ding 
of this phrase indicates that the President possesses conisider- 
able latitude in selecting the type of catastrophes which may 
qualify as major disasters OK emergencies, the legislativ~e his- 
tory of the act indicates that the Congress intended it to al- 
leviate State and local conditions caused primarily by na~tural 
catastrophes. 

In 1980, the Senate Committee on Environment and Pubilic 
Works criticized the President’s declaration of an emergency for 
the Cuban refugee influx in Florida. The committee stated that 
the Congress historically intended Federal disaster assi tance to 
apply to a fixed range of responses to particular kinds 

1 

f events 
which were spelled out in the act’s definitional section . Fur- 
thermore, the committee stated that the reauthorization ct 
(Public Law 96-568) should not be applied to extraordinary occur- 
rences not specifically enumerated in the act insofar as it is 
not intended to provide assistance for occurrences of str~ictly a 
social 0~ economic nature. 

The Deputy Associate Director, DR&R, told us that he 
considers the Cuban refugee influx to be a man-made emergency. 
He contends that FEMA assistance was provided primarily qo al- 
leviate the hardship and suffering of Florida citizens and not 
to help the Cuban refugees. He contends FEMA should conqinue to 
provide such assistance because FEMA is the only Federal ~agency 
with existing authority to readily provide funds, direct mother 
Federal agencies to act, and reimburse State and local govern- 
ments fat their expenditures. 
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CONCLUSION 

Until the Congress amends the definition section of the 
act, by deleting the phrase “or other catastrophe” or incluldes 
an additional provision limiting the scope of the act to OC~CUK- 
rences resulting from natural catastrophes, Presidential au;thority 
to declare a major disaster or an emergency in response to other 
than natural disasters exists. While Presidential declacations 
premised on this approach seem to be ba,sed on a broad interipre- 
tation of the act, nonetheless, as presently worded, the a& gives 
discretionary authority to the President to determine which occur- 
rences amount to other catastrophes. 

: RECOMMENDATION TO THE CONGRESS 

We recommend that the Congress clarify the act by spelling 
I out as clearly as possible the type of incidents which may ~,re- 
( ceive disaster assistance. It could define more precisely [the 
~ intended coverage of the act and specify that disaster assistance 
~ should be provided if there axe no other Federal programs avail- 
~ able and the State is unable to cope with the situation. FEMA 
I and the administration would then be better able to administer 

the act as the Congress intends. 
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MAJOR DISASTERS, EMER6ENCIES, 

ANDs,DtflIALI REVIEWED BY GAO 

FEMA 
declaration Date of 

numbw daclarntion 

Major disasters; ’ 

State 

566, Oct. 9, 1978 
567 Dec. 6, 1978 
1573 Mar. 7, 1979 
574 Apr. $1, 1979 
976 Apr. 13, 1979 
578 Apr. 18, 1979 
583 Apr. 30, 7979 
587 Junb 14, 1979 
588 June X5,.1979 
589 June’ 23, 1979 
590 July 1, 1979 
605 Sept. 29, 1979 
606 Sept. 29, 1979 
608 Oct. 4, 1979 
610 Nov. 9, 1979 
612 Dec. 31, 1979 
613 Feb. 6, 1980 
614 Feb. 19, 1980 
615 Feb. 21, 1980 
616 Apr. 9, 1980 
617 Apr. 16, 1980 
620 May 15, 1980 
626 July 24, 1980 
633 Oct. 2, 1980 

Emergencies t 

Calif. 
La., 
Hi. ~ 
Ark, 
Otila. 
Ala. 
Ill. 
Tex. 
Kans. 
N. ,Mex; 
Iowa 
N.C. 
Va. 
Conn. 
Am. Sam. 
Wash. 
Hi. 
Ati2. 
Calif. 
La. 
Ark. 
MO. 
wis. 
Calif. 

3070 Mar. 12, 1979 Wash. 
3071 Mar. 12, 1979 MO. 
3072 Mar. 13, 1979 Ga. 
3073 Mar. 15, 1979 N.H. 
3074 Mar. 17, 1979 Ala. 
3075 Mar. 24, 1979 Fla. 
3078 Feb. 1, 1980 Calif. 
3081 June 13, 1980 Pa. 

41 

Total:~estimated 
FEMA 

region 
reqdirrments 

(n0tfb a) 

" 

10 
7 

i! 

4" 
9 
3 

$ 11618,553 I " 11328;294 
1~,335;866 
1,909;482 
f,l;p; 

I 
23,462:60P 

1219,341 
1444,000 

1~650,000 
510,000 
287,292 

31732,946 
121024,918 

128 t 783,242 
3 389,000 

~373,600 
:566,000 
~ 547,034 

21607,376 

~ 30,000 
100 

41,000 
319,168 
657,338 
784,506 

21~,294,311 
0 
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FEMA 
declaration 

number 

Denidlst 

Data of 
declaration 

Mar, 12, 1979 
Mar. 30, 1979 
Apr. 23, 1979 
Nov. 26, 1979 
Dec. 7, 1979 
Apr. 26, 1980 
May 1, 1980 
May 31, 1980 
June 10, 1980 

state 
FEMA 

region 

Fla. 4 
Miss. 
Wash. 1: 
Ran& 
Hi. (: 
Hi. 9 
N.Y. 2 
N.Y. (Appeal) 2 
Ala. 4 

Total estimated 
requirements 

(note a) 

$ 3,0533960 
913i804 
9761000 

1,227'lOO 
2,465;500 
1,4611560 
3,570~000 
3,570~OOO 

963b211 

UEatimated requirements for major disasters and emergenciek were 
obtained from FEMA reports available at the time of our review. 
Amounts related to denials were obtained from regional disaster 
summary reports. 



1 APPENDIX II 

TECHNICAL ANALYSES -- I-."- 
This appendix provides detslls for the technical reader on 

sm/lhe analyses and models used in this report. 
~ 
"j,HE DATA BASE IL-- II 

We analyzed 96 of 102 requests for disaster assistance from 
!iscal years 1979 and 1980. Our primary sourc~le of information 
kas the FEMA decision files on each disaster. The files contained 
'nformation on FEMA's decisions with respect to the Governors' 
\;equests--i.e., complete or partial assistance granted and assis- 
lance denied. The files contained statistics describing the 
'iagnitude of the disasters, in terms of number of lives lost, 
beople !injured, number of homes damaged, and similar data. The 
'iles also contained miscellaneous data on a State's capability 
,,o handle the disaster and some information on the local dollars 
!ommitqsc! to dealing with it. We identified a total of about 30 
'rertinent variables contained in the FEMA files. 

T s major problem with the data was that much of it was 
lissin 

% 

or ambiguous. While a few of the 96 requests had infor- 
elation on most of the 30 variables, most did not, and it was 
,ot al ays clear as to why the data was missing. For example, 
f the e were no statistics on number of homes damaged, we did 
,ot kn w whether any homes were damaged in the disaster or whether 
.o go0 estimates to report existed. 

A:review of some of the requests and discussions with FEMA 
fficidls led us to believe that often requests with missing 
malues ifs11 into two categories: (1) minor disasters where a 
issinq value usually meant zero or a relatively small number 

obviously large disasters like Mt. St. Helens where a 
value meant a large number and officials, in their hurry 

ess the request, did not take the time to estimate the 

tried to reconcile the missing data problem in several 
We used only the important variables with the least 
of missing data and combined several variables. For 
, we combined homes with minor damage, major damage, 
se completely destroyed into one measure of homes damaged. 

added the estimated amount of eligible costs for indi- 
assistance and public assistance to have one figure as 
al amount of eligible assistance. This combination of 
es was also desirable to reduce them to a manageable 

umber lfor the regression analysis discussed later. 1 , 
other way we tried to solve the problem was to substitute 

were reasonable estimates for missing values. 
there were 16 requests that had missing values 

1 estimated eligible costs--an essential variable 
We found that 9 of the 16 reauests were larae 

nd de lared-as disasters. For these, we used iurrent estimat;?d 
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APPENDIX II APPENDIX 1:’ L I 
requirements as a substitute. The other seven requests were 
denied assistance and appeared to have total damage less than 
the smallest request received ($135,000). We arbitrarily assumet 
$100,000 as the total eligible costs for these denied requests. 
We did not have good substitute values for missing Qata on homes 
damaged or people killed or injured so we assumed they were zero 
for some analyses. While the assumption may be adequate for the 
small disasters, it is probably inadequate for the large disas- 
ters. Consequently, we dropped the nine large disa’ters with 
missing values from some of our --analyses. 91 

In addition to the FEMA files, we collected data from the 
statistical abstract on per capita income in the 
the disasters occurred- we used this as an indicate of a Statelf 
financial capacity. For jurisdictions in the 
the Trust Territories with no published data 
come, we assumed a value of $1,000. 

Such asl@umptions and approximations may appear 
analyses of questionable value. The reader should 
keep these limitations in mind in reviewing the res 
ever, ,a major focus of our analysis was to assess F 
cisionmaking criteria and this application data wit 
missing values is the primary data FEMA had on whit 
its decisions, although FEMA probably supplemented 
file data with some information from phone calls an 
formed contacts. While our assumptions may be crud 
that they simulate, to some degree, the assumptions 

BASIC ANALYSIS 

For selected variables, we developed a separat 
distribution for both granted and denied requests. 
ables are total estimated eligible costs, people in 
damaged, State per capita income, month the event o 
political party of the Governor, and commitment sta 
part of the State in which its disaster occurred. 
tributions were compared to see if there was a difference betweer 
granted and denied requests. These distributions are shown in 
the tables in the text of the report. 

DECISION MODELS I 

To further estimate the basis of FEMA’s decisi ns we 
developed several statistical models. 9 We attempted /to see how 
FEMA used several variables in concert to make decisions. For 
example, if some measure of disaster severity were ‘xtremely 
Wh would this compensate for other variables tha were low? 
We also used the models for leads on cases that FEM may have 
classif ied inconsistently. 4 This was done by determ ‘ning what 
individual cases the models classified the outcome, 
or denied, differently than FEMA. 

‘igranted 
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The rirodel’s w~dt bartcslly statistical multircl 

modelr. But instsad of wing thr traditional I! 
rerslaion’ 

stra ght lin# HP grerrion, we urrd an “8* nhapard uurw to try to battar Litith@ 
data to the dichotomous Bependllrnt variable, ~.BI., 0 (dw~isQI) or 
1 (grantrd). sea figure 3, which ia a shypothetical examplb 
rhowing ths, cumulative probability of granting arrirrtano Ear 
one independent var iablr . ” 

EIQURE 3 

CUMULATIVE PROBAB~tiITY CUR+E I ) 

0 10 20 30 

TOTAL ESTIMATED ELlGl6LE COST IN MILLIONS OF DOLLARS 

.i 
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,;" 

'APPEtiDIX II 

we used a logit,model based on’#,,the cumulative logistjb 
probability function which is often used to give this, kind of 
probability curve. Th” equation.for t31e logistic model i6: 

P = 1 + EXP [-(Bo + B,+nyX;.*.ig,,x, + u)l 

Where: P is the probability a request is granted. 
I 

X1’ xp.* Xnqre the influencing variables, i.e., ~size YI I :., * (*, 

of disaster in dollars, homes damaged, etc. I 

BO is the constant term in the regression equatijon. 

B1, BZ... Bn are the regression coefficients for the 

variables, size of, disaster in dollars, homes damaged, 
etc. 

EXP is the exponential function. 

u is the error term. 

The logit equation’can be written as: L/ 

z = - B. f BIXl + B2X2.. .BnXn + u ( 

Where: 2 is a probability index that a re uest 
is granted. 

While some authorities recommend estim*ating the log t 
models by Maximum Likelihood or simulation, we used the I, impler’ 
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) method using PI.999 for P=l~ and 
Pm.001 for P=O. These approximations were necessary bet 
otherwise Z will be undefined. The more sophisticated m 
may be more mathematically rigorous, but in many cases 
give the same results as OLS. 

L/If the estimated probability of approval,, as derived f’rom the 
estimated value of Z, is equal to or greater than .5, the 
request is considered approved, otherwise it is deniedi. 
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Another analytical problam wa8 that requsstles for asststancc 
can be decided in several ways. For example, a request for a 
combination of! both individual and public assistance could be 
decided in four wayst (1) both granted, (2) only public assis- 
tame granted, (3) only individual assistance granted, ore 
both denied. But, the models were designed only to classjfy 
decisions in one of two ways--granted or denied. Ideally, we 
would have liked to develop separate models for each type~of 
assistance but there were not enough observations to do this. 
To partially accommodate this problem we grouped all the equests 
together and included the categorical variables-type of r quest. 
We also ran separate models for certain categories. : 

To more thoroughly analyze FEMA’s decisionmaking pro 
experimented with different variables. In some cases we 
combined several variables into one term, an interaction 
This is an attempt to capture differential responses for 
of the cant inuous variables, e.g., total eligible cost, n 
homes damaged, etc. As a consequence, several models wer 
oped . Six of these are shown in table 8 of the text. The 
discussion that follows is a summary of the results of the six 
models. 

Resression results -m---p - 
For most of the six models a positive relationship e’ists 

between the 2 score and the total eligible costs, number 
injured and number of homes damaged. a 

f people 
l/ This indicates t at the 

greater the values of total eligible costs, the more peop e in- 
jured, and the more homes damaged, the greater the probab lity 
of a request being granted. : 

The impact of a Governor making the required commitm nt 
statement is not entirely clear since the coefficient for 4 the 
commitment variable is not significant at the 80 percent onf i- 
dence level except in one case. Also, the sign of the co f- 
ficient is negative in two of the models. B 

The coefficient of the month variable is negative an 
is usually significant. d It suggests that the probability,of 
getting a request granted is less the more months that pa 
starting from October 1978 if all other variables remain 
same. This may be partly because of inflation 
real value of total dollars requested. Also, while the 
variable was not explicitly designed to estimate fiscal 
influences, it probably picked up some of the impact of budget 
problems towards the end of fiscal year 1980. 

.._ - - - _“._ - .- -,--.- - -.-- 

l/While eligible cost and people injured were statistical 
significant in the six models, homes damaged was 
in only three of the models. 
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The sign of the coefficient of per capita income is 
negative but is not significant at the 80-percent confidence 
level in most models. This negative sign indicates that the 
chance of a request from a State with a low per capita income 
being granted is higher if everything else remains the same. 

Table 10 shows the regression coefficients for the Z score 
for two different models provided for illustration purposes. 
These numbers show the magnitude and direction of the relations 
between the variables and Z scores. The significance of the 
coefficient is indicated by the “t” shown in parentheses. ’ The 
larger the absolute number for, “t” the more confident we are in 
the significance of the coefficients. lJ 

Summary statistics on the table are indicators of Howe 
accurately the regression equation, as a whole, expresses 
relationship among variables. The.R2 expresses the percen 
of the variation in Z score that is explained by the influbncing 
variables. The closer R2 is to 1.0 the better the equation fits 
the data. 

The R2 we achieved for some of the models might be con- 
sidered somewhat low. However, 
itative dependent variables, 

in this kind of model with; qual- 
the goodness of fit of these equa- 

tions is better measured by the percentage of correct clas’~sifi- 
cation of decisions (i.e., cases the model classified the isame 
as FEMA). Most of the models classified more than 80 percbnt 
of the decisions as FEMA did. Overall, we believe the regression 
equations express the relationship between the decision d an, the 
other variables reasonably well. However, we feel FEMA needs 
to do additional work on those models before they can be ulsed 
for assessing requests. 

We also used the six models to find leads on cases that 
FEMA may have classified inconsistently. But they seemed to 
overclassify cases granted because of certain technical problems. 
There seemed to be a different probability of a case being de- 
clared for the different types of assistance. For example, if 
one requests both types of assistance FEMA seems more likely to 
grant either both or individual assistance in comparison 

i 

ith 
granting public assistance. We did not try to evaluate F MA’s 
underlying rationale for this but we tried to capture these in- 
fluences by adding the categorical variable-type of assis lance 
granted. Therefore, some of the models have not only the vari- 
ables that characterized the disaster, e.g., people injur ‘d, but 
also the two categorical variables-- ,9 type of request as well as 
type of assistance granted. The combination of these two 
categorical variables in a sense measures the propensity of FEMA 

I - 
j L/Some authorities would argue that all variables would be 

significant in our analysis since we are dealing with the 
universe of requests in fiscal year 1979 and 1980 and not a 
sample. 
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to grant certain types of assistance given a certain type bf 
request. We also used these additional models to look for: FEMA 
inconsistencies. Table 11 lists the case8 that FEMA class 
differently from any of our models. ,To fuqther evaluate i 
20 cases were inconsistent FEMA decisions, we compared the 
of key variablq,s , a.g.,, number of homes damaged, for these 
with the average value for the particular type of asrgistan 
granted. In those CBBBS denied, the values omf key variabl 
compared with, +#a ,averagbe of those turned down. Table 9 i 
text shows this comparisod,tor eight aSNa8es. 

lfied 
E these 
values 
Cases 

28 
88 were 
n the 
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Table 10 

Selected Regression Equations 

Independent variables 

Constant 

Request for individual 
assistance only 

Request for public assistance 
only 

Total estimated eligible 
cost, in $100 millions 

Homes damaged and destroyed, 
in thousands 

People injured, in thousands 

Per capita income in the State 
in which the disaster 
occurred, in dollars 

If Governor made required 
commitment statement 

Month of decision 

Summary statistics 

R2 
Number of decisions 
Number of decisions classified 

differently than FEMA 
Percent of decisions classified 

the same as FEMA 

5.7,, 87* 
ii (2.0 1 

-5.8968* 
(-3.05) 

8.4649* 
(2.58) 

-9.0600* 
(-5.54) 

3.6828" 27.343" 
(1.37) (1.66) 

0.8259* 
(2.08) 

9.9469* 
(1.51) 

0.2074 
(0.43) 

29.7749* 
(2.30) 

-0.0004 
(-1.08) 

-0.0003 
(-0.94) 

0.4873 
(0.43) 

-1.3144 
(-0.92) 

-0.2458* 
(-2.38) 

0.40 
96 

16 

83 

0.24 
67 

13 

81 

,,, Model number 
3 L? 

* Significant at least at the 80-percent confidence level.~ 
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Federal Emergency Management Agency 
Washington, D.C. 20472 

SEP 29 b981 

Mr. Henry Eschwege 
Director 
Community and Economic 

Development Division 
United States General 

Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20 548 

Dear Mr. Rschwege: 

I appreciate the opportunity to review the draft report entitled 
“Improvements Should Be Made in Evaluating Requests for F deral 
Disaster Assistance.” 
for administerin 

tf 

As the agency charged with the res onsibility 
the President s Disaster Relief Fund, 

an interest in t e entire subject matter of this report. t F MA has 
i I 

This report has a number of worthwhile comments regarding 
problems associated with State and local government commi 
State and local government capability, and cost sharing. 
are interrelated and must be considered in requests for F 
disaster assistance under Public Law 93-288. FEMA has be 
seeking improvements in this area and currently is in the 
of revising 44 CFR 205, Subpart C, the Declaration Proces 
comments and recommendations in this draft report will be 
sidered in this revision. I 
FEMA, on behalf of the Administration, has submitted an a endment 
to the Disaster Relief Act by including 75/25 cost sharin for 
Public Assistance. We believe that our pro osal 

hp 
would re ult 

clear identification of funds expended on 

i 

in a 
t e part of a S ate and 

its local governments as required by the Act for a commit ent. 

I am enclosing specific comments on this draft report. ) 

Enclosure 

I 
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GAO DRAFT REPORT ENTITLED “IMPROVEMENTS .SHOULD 
BE MADE IN EVALUATING REQUESTS FOR FEDERAL DISASTER ASSISTANCE 

Specific Commentr by FEMA to thip report are; 

1. Page 6, @@aondparalr;raph. This prragra h refers to FEMA’a 
evalurtion of requertr wherein it states t R at “ENEMA advised’us 
that it had no P ecific criteria for evaluating re ueste 

f 9 
for 

aooirtsnce,, .” here are criteria established in ections 201 and 
301 of the (Act that FEMA uoeo for ito evaluation of requeets. 

'2. Page 8, fir& 
neede7’ and “i tf W’ 

This paragraph dealing with “unmet 
a accurate, but this para raph also fails to 

,reco nize them!tztutory criteria contained in 
% 

t ections 201 and 301 
~of t e Act, (See OAO note 2, belaw.) 

;3. Page 8, firet paragraph under Problems. In responding to a 
irequest, regional personnel visit the scene of the incident to 
~make a first-hand evaluation of the damage and requirements for 
Federal aesistance. 
recommendation to 

The report then states, “ThCy then make their 
the Director of FEMA...” It would be more 

correct to review the last sentence to read, “Based on this 
review, the Regional Director then makes a recommendation...” 

4. Page 16,eeoond paragraph. The first sentence reads, “It is 
clear that the higher the estimate of eligible costs, the greater 
tha chance of a request being 

% 
ranted.” This is not entirely 

correct. Generally, it would e true for the same State, the same 
type of cataotrophe and under similar circumstances. 

5. Page 13, State Commitment. It should be noted that for some 
disasters in the past, a declaration was made with the expectation 
of working out the specific State commitment and including it in 
the Federal-State Agreement, Section 44 CFR 205.44 provides that 
the Federal-State Agreement shall contain a statement of the 
commitment. Since no FEMA funding is approved until this agreement 
is eigned, the specific commitment is sometimes obtained after the 
declaration. Instances of this are rare and are generally limited 
to those situations Where immediate Federal assistance is required 
to prevent a delay in initiating Federal disaster response activities. 

6. Page lg., first recommendation, That FEMA develop comprehensive, ~ 
uniform forms to be used by Governors in submitting their requests 
and by regional offices in performing damage assessments. 

C, 
FEMA is currently in the process of revising 44 CFR 205, Subpart 

the Dec,laration Process. This recommendation will be considered. 

7. P’age 19, second recommendation. That FEMA use computer models 
such as those developed by GAO as a tool for program decision- 
making and evaluation. 

0 notes: 1. Some page references have been changed to agree with the 
final report. 

2. This paragraph refers to FEMA’s internal guidelines. 
Statutory criteria is set forth on pages 23 and 24. 
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Noficoncur. The use of a computer model may have some merit in 
the evaluation of certain aspects of the Disaster Relief Program 
and hew been discussed, However, its use in decision-making with 
regard to disaster requests is severely limited. Key factors in 
the evaluation of a request include hardship, suffering and impact. 
There Is no proper way that these con be quantified for use in a 
decision-making computer model. 

io t~&ffn~i:~‘read 
“Prior” should be added before “expenditure,” 

“The prior @ ilKpenditure of funds is niot 
a prere uisite for emergecLy requests, but the Governor is stil,l 
require B to.. .‘I 
is a catastrophe 

,“,n the definition section (102(l)), an “emergelncy” 
,..which requires Federal emergency assistanc~e 

to supplement State and local efforts to save lives and protect 
property. s .” Further, In requesting an “emergency,” a Governor 
must describe the “State and local efforts and resources which: 
:;;teFeyn or will be used to alleviate the emergency...” (Section 

. Ue therefore conclude that some expenditure of Stat 
! and local funds must be made either before or following an e’me;gency. 

9. Page 23, last paragraph. These ‘comments with regard to 
6?Iity and commitment of State and local governments will 

z%tidered in the current revision of Subpart C. 

10. Tage 24 I fourth paragraph, The report states that FEMA does 
not a ways require Governors to comply with legal requirements; 
FEMA has taken corrective action in this regard. FEMA is Insisting 
that these legal requirements are complied with when a requestiis 
made. 

11. Page 29, second paragraph. The statement that FEMA bases 
decision on the “Governor’s request” and “whatever additional 
information is readily available” infers that FEMA may not ade 
investigate each request. It should be noted that for margina 
requests, FEMA national office does request additional informa 
which may require field trips and research. 
“readily available” 

These cases go be 
in the scope of assessments. 

12. Page 30, fourth paragraph, With reference to “budgetary ) 
relief,” the comment in this report is not consistent with the! 
comments and recommendations made by GAO in its August 2, 1979; 
report, “Federal Snow Removal Policy: Improvements Needed.” 

13. Pages 33 end 34, Recommendations. GAO recommends that thb 
Director of ??‘!%A take the following actions: 

Reevaluate and improve FEMA’s assessment criteria. ~ 

Establish written policies, procedures, and guidelines 
are used by FEMA to evaluate major disaster and 
requests and publish them in the Federal 
should include (1) an explanation of 
for evaluating ca ability and commitment, 
of the use of eva uation P factors such as 
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crprcity, rurplur fundr,,prior diractqPhiit+ry, and (3) 
ltr 
rimi P 

oritionr on builaetrry rr’lirf, Lorcrd commitnientr rnd 
ar mattrrr, 

RI uimro Mrt t?warnmm' tinqyqat$. ipclude corn rahrnrivr 
in ormatfon on Stfita lswr and 9 fundifg’$rovlr ofla, P stat0 
e~onuoa, par ca itr fncome, dirartqr trenda, and Mnilrr 
irctorr to axpad ,te F&MA’, rrrmrmarit p”f ‘kh# 1~01 of P 
crpab’ilircy each Stata, could attain qmd, te ai@ FEMA in 
ovaluatina tho rarronablenerr of Strte co@nitm@ntr, , 
Makr it clrr~ that future reqyrrtr. wh’ich fully,~omply tiith 
Fadma lawr and rogulrtionr will help rvoid.delryr 1,~ 
procowing the requrfitr, 
Ra ufra the documontrtion of all mbrtrntive dircurrfonr 
an 3 evaluation mretingr held by FEMA. 

The first four rrcommrndationr are baing ivan consideration in 
the developmant of Subpart C. As to tha f ins1 recommendation, we : 
agree that documantat,ion of the basis for the final rocommen- 

p d,:ii;i, including the statement of relrvant factors considered, is 
However, we would not want the documentation process to : 

impcldr’thr rxpeditious processing of the re uests. It is FEMA’s ~ 
position that such documentation is not ava 9 lable under the Freedom 
of Information Act. 

14, Pago 35, first paragraphs FEMA has not “adopted a anetal 
policy of requiring State and local governments to pay 2 s percent 
of eligible public asristancs costs, Such adoption would have 
had to bo promulgsted as s regulation in the Federal Ra 

!I 
ietar. 

Rather, the FEMA Regional Directors, with Governore of isaster- 
affected State@, have entered into Federal-State Agreements for 
each disaster starting with Mount St. Helens in Ma 

i: 
1980, which 

Ii 
rovids that the costs of public assistance shall e met 75 percent 
y FEMA and 25 percent by State and local governments. For a 

va$t majority of such disasters, the President has required this 
cost-sharing directly in his declaration letters. All similar 
references to FEMA’s ” 
39, and elsewhere in t e report, should be corrected. K 

olicy” on 75125 cost sharing at pages 35- 

15. Page 35, third paragraph. The first sentence reads, “TO 
enOur@ that Federal disaster assistance is supplemental to State 
and local efforts, FEMA’B regulations require each State applying 
for Federal disaster relief to execute a cost sharing agreement as 
a prerequisite to receipt of Federal disaster assistance,..” This 
lo misleading and technically inaccurate. FEMA’s regulations do 
not r(t ulre 
ment[s .‘I 3 

that Federal-State Agreements be “cost sharing agree- 
However, the re ort correctly notes that the Governor 

must assure that a reasona 1 
funds will be committed. 

le amount of State and local government 
The first sentence can be corrected by 

the elimination of “cost-sharing” in the third line. 
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Pa e 38, Recommendation to the Congress. That the Congr@as 
::i”ahe present law and l?8%’ s cost sharing pal icy and 
clarify the extent of supplemental Federal assistance to be given 
in majo’r disasters. and emergencies. 

Concur. FEW, on behalf of the Administration, has submitted 
an amendment to the Disaster Relief Act by including 75125,cost 
sharing for Public Aaslstance. Our proposal applies to restoration 
work and debris removal but not to other emergency work. We believe 
that this pro osal would result in a clear Wentificatlon of funds 
expended on t e part of a State and its local governments as R 
required by the Act for a commitment. Also, it would provide a 
more consistent approach among States with regard to their commitmerlt 
on public sector repairs. 

(068109) 
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