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What GAO Found 
For wildfire-related major disaster declarations from 2015 through 2018, the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)—consistent with its authorities 
and responsibilities—helped state and local officials obtain and coordinate 
federal resources to provide for the needs of wildfire survivors and execute 
recovery efforts. This support totalled over $2.4 billion and included providing 
staff to assist at Emergency Operations Centers and establishing Disaster 
Recovery Centers to coordinate disaster assistance services for survivors. In 
addition, FEMA provided Public Assistance grant funds to local jurisdictions to 
help address community infrastructure needs, such as debris removal. FEMA 
also assigned federal agencies to perform various missions to help with response 
and recovery—for example, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was assigned 
with contracting for debris removal services in some instances. 

Officials from jurisdictions that GAO spoke with described practices that aided in 
wildfire response and recovery, but also reported experiencing challenges. 
Specifically, officials in affected areas noted that collaboration between FEMA 
and California’s Office of Emergency Services allowed for timely information 
sharing, and FEMA’s assistance at Disaster Recovery Centers greatly assisted 
survivors in obtaining necessary services. Among the challenges cited were 
onerous documentation requirements for FEMA’s Public Assistance grant 
program and locating temporary housing for survivors whose homes were 
completely destroyed. In addition, the unique challenge of removing wildfire 
debris led to confusion over soil excavation standards and led to overexcavation 
on some homeowners’ lots, lengthening the rebuilding process. 

FEMA has developed an after-action report identifying lessons learned from the 
October and December 2017 wildfires, but could benefit from a more 
comprehensive assessment of its operations to determine if additional actions 
are needed to ensure that policies and procedures are best suited to prepare for 
future wildfires. The combination of recent devastating wildfires and projections 
for increased wildfire activity suggest a potential change in FEMA’s operating 
environment. According to Standards for Internal Control in the Federal 
Government, such changes should be analyzed and addressed to help ensure 
that agencies maintain their effectiveness.  

Aerial Photo of Wildfire Damage, Santa Rosa, California, October 11, 2017 
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response to major disaster declarations 
stemming from wildfires from 2015 
through 2018, (2) selected jurisdictions’ 
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

October 9, 2019 

Congressional requesters 

In 2017, deadly wildfires ravaged both Northern and Southern regions of 
California resulting in two separate major disaster declarations.1 
Additional California wildfires occurred in 2018, including the Camp Fire in 
Butte County, which claimed 85 lives, becoming the deadliest wildfire in 
California history. In total, the wildfires in California that ultimately led to 
major disaster declarations in 2017 and 2018 resulted in 159 deaths, 
nearly 1.5 million acres burned, and over 32,000 structures destroyed. To 
date, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)—which is the 
lead federal agency for responding to and recovering from domestic 
disasters—has obligated about $2 billion to assist in response to and 
recovery from these disasters. 

According to recent assessments of wildfire management strategies and 
climate factors, fire seasons are increasing in length and the occurrence 
of large fires in the western United States and Alaska is increasing.2 In 
addition, human development in and around wildland areas continues to 
increase, putting more people, structures, and infrastructure at risk of 
being affected by wildfires. Although historically wildfire disasters are 
generally a small proportion of the major disaster declarations FEMA 

                                                                                                                     
1A major disaster is any natural catastrophe (including any hurricane, tornado, storm, high 
water, wind-driven water, tidal wave, tsunami, earthquake, volcanic eruption, landslide, 
mudslide, snowstorm, or drought), or, regardless of cause, any fire, flood, or explosion, in 
any part of the United States, which the President determines causes damage of sufficient 
severity and magnitude to warrant major disaster assistance to supplement the efforts and 
available resources of states, local governments, and disaster relief organizations in 
alleviating damage, loss, hardship, or suffering. See 42 U.S.C. § 5122(2).  
2See Booz Allen Hamilton, 2014 Quadrennial Fire Review Final Report (Washington, D.C.: 
May 2015). The Quadrennial Fire Review is a strategic assessment process conducted by 
the fire management agencies every four years to evaluate current wildland fire 
management strategies and capabilities against estimates of the future fire environment. 
The first such review occurred in 2005 and the second in 2009. See also U.S. Global 
Change Research Program, 2018: Impacts, Risks, and Adaptation in the United States: 
Fourth National Climate Assessment, Volume II [Reidmiller, D.R., C.W. Avery, D.R. 
Easterling, K.E. Kunkel, K.L.M. Lewis, T.K. Maycock, and B.C. Stewart (eds.)]. U.S. 
Global Change Research Program, Washington, DC, USA. doi:10.7930/NCA4.2018. The 
U.S. Global Change Research Program is a federal program mandated by the Global 
Change Research Act of 1990 that coordinates federal research and investments in 
understanding the forces shaping the global environment, both human and natural, and 
their impacts on society. Pub. L. No. 101-606, § 103, 104 Stat. 3096, 3098 (1990). 
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supports, assessments from the United States Global Change Research 
Program and others suggest that demand for FEMA resources to help 
communities recover from wildfire disasters may increase. 

You asked us to review a broad range of issues related to disaster 
response and recovery following the 2017 disaster season. Because of 
the devastation caused by wildfires in 2017 and 2018 and the potential for 
increased wildfire activity in the future, this report addresses: 

1. Assistance that FEMA provided to jurisdictions with major disaster 
declarations from wildfires from 2015 through 2018; 

2. Selected jurisdictions’ perspectives on FEMA wildfire response and 
recovery efforts; and 

3. The extent to which FEMA has identified and addressed key lessons 
learned. 

To determine the assistance FEMA provided during the major wildfire 
disasters3 in our review, we gathered data from 2015 through 2018 from 
various FEMA databases, including FEMA systems for financial 
accounting, grants tracking, and gathering of other disaster-related 
information.4 These data included the dollar amount of Public Assistance 
provided to state and local applicants, Individual Assistance provided to 
survivors, and monies reimbursed to other federal agencies to which 
FEMA assigned various tasks.5 We also gathered data through the 
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection on acreage burned, 
structures destroyed, and lives lost and verified these data with officials 
from this state department. By leveraging information such as data 
gathered and interviews conducted during other assessments of data 
reliability from previous GAO reviews, and confirming data with relevant 
officials from the California state department, we determined that these 

                                                                                                                     
3Federal land management agencies generally refer to non-structure fires, other than 
prescribed fires, that occur in wildland areas as wildland fires. For the purposes of this 
report, we use the term ‘wildfires’ to refer to such events, as this is the term that FEMA 
uses to describe such major disasters. 
4In addition, we also gathered data on the financial assistance provided by FEMA for all 
major disaster declarations resulting from wildfires during fiscal years 2009 through 2018. 
These data are presented in the background section of this report. 
5Public Assistance includes funds provided to state and local jurisdictions for emergency 
protective measures and restoration of damaged facilities, among other things. Individual 
Assistance includes funds provided directly to disaster survivors for housing, medical, or 
other expenses. See appendix I for more information. 
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data were reliable for the purposes of our reporting objectives. The six 
disaster declarations in this review represent the universe of major 
disaster declarations for wildfires for which FEMA provided both Public 
Assistance and Individual Assistance from 2015 through 2018. We 
identified them by reviewing data available on FEMA’s website. We 
selected this date range to reflect the very active 2017 and 2018 seasons 
and the years immediately prior, to be able to observe similarities and 
differences in these experiences. These disaster declarations are listed in 
table 1. 

Table 1: Wildfire Disasters Covered in the Scope of Our Review 

Federal Emergency 
Management Agency  
Major Disaster Declaration  
(DR) Number 

Event / Counties  
Affected 

Incident  
Date 

DR-4240 Northern California Wildfires  
(Calaveras and Lake Counties) 

September 2015 

DR-4293 East Tennessee Wildfires (Sevier 
County) 

November 2016 

DR-4344 Northern and Southern California 
Wildfires  
(Butte, Lake, Mendocino, Napa, 
Nevada, Orange,  
Solano, Sonoma and Yuba 
Counties)a 

October 2017 

DR-4353 Southern California Wildfires, 
Flooding, Mudflows,  
and Debris Flows (Los Angeles, 
San Diego, Santa Barbara and 
Ventura Counties)b 

December 2017 

DR-4382 Northern California Wildfires and 
High Winds  
(Lake and Shasta Counties) 

July 2018 

DR-4407 Northern and Southern California 
Wildfires  
(Butte, Los Angeles and Ventura 
Counties) 

November 2018 

Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency.  |  GAO-20-5 
aSolano County was approved for Public Assistance only. 
bLos Angeles and San Diego Counties were approved for Individual Assistance only. 
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In addition, we developed fire maps for the six major disasters in our 
review using open source data from the Homeland Infrastructure 
Foundation-Level Data website and the U.S. Census Bureau.6 We also 
reviewed documents from FEMA, such as timelines of key events, 
situation reports, and action plans to gather additional descriptive 
information on efforts to assist local entities in recovering from these 
disasters. 

To identify selected jurisdictions’ perspectives on FEMA response and 
recovery efforts after these wildfires, we interviewed officials from the 
California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services and a 
nongeneralizable sample of seven affected counties (six in California, one 
in Tennessee), selected to represent at least one county from every 
declared disaster in our scope, considering such factors as the extent and 
nature of the damage.7 During these interviews, we discussed officials’ 
perspectives on successes and challenges, and potential areas for 
improvement. We supplemented the information gathered during these 
interviews during site visits to Napa and Sonoma Counties to meet with 
county and city officials in-person and observe wildfire-damaged areas 
and efforts to rebuild neighborhoods damaged or destroyed by the fires. 
We also gathered additional state and federal perspectives on the August 
2018 California wildfires during a site visit to the Joint Field Office in 
Sacramento, California, and the Shasta County Disaster Recovery Center 
in Redding, California. While the views of these officials cannot be 
generalized to represent all jurisdictions affected by wildfires, they provide 
valuable perspectives on the successful elements of the response and 
recovery process and particular challenges experienced by local officials. 

To determine the extent to which FEMA has identified and addressed key 
lessons learned, we interviewed officials from FEMA’s headquarters 
responsible for Public Assistance program delivery as well as FEMA’s 
Regions IV and IX, which coordinate assistance in Tennessee and 
California, respectively. In addition, we reviewed documents such as prior 
GAO reports, FEMA program guidance, and after action reports. We then 
compared FEMA’s efforts to identify and address lessons learned from 
                                                                                                                     
6The Homeland Infrastructure Foundation-Level Data website, made available through 
DHS, provides National foundation-level geospatial data within the open public domain. 
7We attempted to contact officials from the Tennessee Emergency Management 
Agency—Tennessee’s lead state agency during emergencies—to discuss their 
perspectives on the 2016 wildfires in that state, but were unable to reach them for an 
interview. 
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these wildfires with Standards for Internal Control in the Federal 
Government, which, among other things, provides standards for how 
management responds to changes in operating environments.8 

We conducted this performance audit from April 2018 to October 2019 in 
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
 

 
 

 

The activities and resources required to suppress wildfires generally 
belong to the states and federal agencies with land management 
missions, such as the U.S. Forest Service and four bureaus (Bureau of 
Land Management, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Park Service, and 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) within the U.S. Department of the Interior. 
FEMA can provide reimbursement to help support wildfire suppression 
(e.g., labor costs for overtime or seasonal personnel involved in fire 
suppression activities). When a wildfire burns on nonfederal lands and 
threatens to become a major disaster, a state governor or governor’s 
representative may request federal assistance via a Fire Management 
Assistance Grant (FMAG) administered by FEMA.9 While the fire is 
burning, a governor’s office can submit a verbal request for an FMAG to 
the designated FEMA regional office, followed within 14 days by a formal 
written request.10 The regional administrator then either approves or 
                                                                                                                     
8GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G 
(Washington, D.C.: September 2014).  
9Fire Management Assistance Grants are authorized in Section 420 of the Robert T. 
Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act. 42 U.S.C. § 5187. 
10FEMA is divided into ten geographic regions across the United States and its territories. 
Each region is led by a regional administrator.  

Background 

FEMA’s Role in Providing 
Assistance During and 
After Wildfires 

Fire Management Assistance 
Grants 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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denies the request after consulting with relevant officials from the U.S. 
Forest Service or bureaus within the U.S. Department of the Interior about 
technical aspects of the fire. Eligible FMAG costs include, among other 
things, equipment and supplies, labor costs, travel and per diem, 
temporary repairs of damage caused by firefighting activities, mobilization 
and demobilization of resources, and limited costs of pre-positioning fire 
prevention or suppression resources. 

From fiscal years 2009 through 2018, FEMA awarded 374 FMAGs 
totaling $952,318,049. The average FMAG during this timeframe was 
about $2.5 million. The state of California received the majority of those 
grant funds—over $543 million. Figure 1 below illustrates the states that 
received FMAGs during this 10 year period, figure 2 provides annual 
FMAG totals, and figure 3 provides a breakout of the dollars distributed by 
state for this same 10 year period. 
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Figure 1: Fire Management Assistance Grants Approved by State, Fiscal Years 2009 through 2018 

 
Note: Data shown is current as of May 3, 2019. 
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Figure 2: Annual Fire Management Assistance Grant Totals, Fiscal Years 2009 
through 2018 

 
Note: Data shown is current as of May 3, 2019. 
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Figure 3: Fire Management Assistance Grant Funds Awarded by State, Fiscal Years 
2009 through 2018 

 
Note: Data shown is current as of May 3, 2019. Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. 
 
If a wildfire increases in size and intensity in a manner that overwhelms 
the ability of state, tribal, territorial or local governments to respond and 
recover effectively, a state or tribal government can request and the 
President can approve a major disaster declaration, as with other types of 
disasters (e.g., a hurricane or flood).11 A disaster declaration is the 
primary mechanism by which the federal government gets involved in 
funding and coordinating response and recovery activities. Under the 
National Response Framework, the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) is the federal department with primary responsibility for 
coordinating disaster response, and within DHS, FEMA has lead 

                                                                                                                     
1142 U.S.C. § 5170. 

Major Disaster Declarations 
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responsibility.12 From fiscal years 2009 through 2018, a total of 19 major 
disasters were declared as a result of wildfires. Figure 4 shows the 
number and locations of these major disaster declarations. 

Figure 4: Major Disaster Declarations Resulting from Wildfires by State, Fiscal 
Years 2009 through 2018 

 
Note: This figure does not include the Northern and Southern California wildfire disaster of 2018, as 
this disaster was declared in November 2018, after fiscal year 2018 ended. 

 
Once a major disaster is declared, FEMA can provide funds for response 
and recovery efforts through the Disaster Relief Fund13 and coordinate 
other federal support through the National Response Framework’s 14 

                                                                                                                     
12The National Response Framework is the part of the National Preparedness System 
established in Presidential Policy Directive 8 that is to be used to manage any type of 
disaster or emergency response, regardless of scale, scope, and complexity. Specifically, 
this framework covers actions to save lives, protect property and the environment, 
stabilize communities, and meet basic human needs following an incident. Response also 
includes the execution of emergency plans and actions to support short-term recovery. 
Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, National 
Response Framework, Third Edition (Washington, D.C.: June 2016).  
13The Disaster Relief Fund is the primary source of federal disaster assistance for state 
and local governments when a disaster is declared.  
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Emergency Support Functions.14 Federal assistance following a major 
disaster declaration includes the following: 

Individual Assistance: FEMA’s Individual Assistance programs provide 
assistance directly to individuals and households, as well as state, local, 
tribal, and territorial governments to support individual survivors. This 
assistance covers necessary expenditures and serious needs that cannot 
be met through insurance or low-interest loans, such as temporary 
housing assistance, counseling, unemployment compensation, or medical 
expenses. See appendix I for a further description of FEMA’s Individual 
Assistance program. 

Public Assistance: FEMA’s Public Assistance program provides 
supplemental federal disaster grant assistance to state, local, tribal, and 
territorial governments and certain types of private nonprofit organizations 
for debris removal, emergency protective measures, and the restoration 
of disaster-damaged, publicly-owned facilities and the facilities of certain 
private nonprofit organizations. The eligibility rules outline the types of 
damage that can be reimbursed by the federal government and steps that 
federal, state, and local governments must take in order to document 
eligibility. If the debris on private property is determined to be so 
widespread that it threatens the health, safety, or economic recovery of 
the community, FEMA may determine that debris removal from private 
property, including contaminated soil, is eligible for reimbursement under 
the Public Assistance program. An applicant (a state, territorial, or tribal 
government) may contract for debris removal. Alternatively, if an applicant 
lacks the capability to perform or contract for debris removal, the 
applicant may request that the federal government perform the work. In 
such cases, FEMA may task another federal agency, typically the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), to perform or contract the work by 
issuing a mission assignment (see description below). See appendix I for 
a further description of FEMA’s Public Assistance program. 

Mission Assignment to Other Agencies: FEMA can fulfill disaster 
response needs through mission assignments—work orders it issues to 

                                                                                                                     
14Emergency Support Functions are the federal government’s primary coordinating 
structure for building, sustaining, and delivering response capabilities. 
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another federal agency to provide a service or other response need.15 For 
example, FEMA may request medical teams from the Department of 
Health and Human Services and logistical support from the Department of 
Defense.16 

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program: This program is designed to improve 
disaster resilience—the ability to prepare and plan for, absorb, recover 
from, and more successfully adapt to disasters—during recovery. The 
program funds a wide range of projects, such as use of non-combustible 
materials on new and existing homes to mitigate risk from future wildfires, 
adding shutters to windows to prevent future damage from hurricane 
winds and rains, and rebuilding culverts in drainage ditches to prevent 
future flooding damage. 

Table 2 below shows money obligated for Individual Assistance, Public 
Assistance, mitigation efforts, operations (including mission assignments), 
and administrative costs for the 19 major disaster declarations resulting 
from wildfires from fiscal years 2009 through 2018. 

  

                                                                                                                     
15See 42 U.S.C. § 5170a(a)(1). The Stafford Act authorizes the President to direct any 
federal agency, with or without reimbursement, to utilize its authorities and the resources 
granted to it under federal law in support of state and local response efforts. This tasking 
authority, delegated to the FEMA Administrator, is carried out through a mission 
assignment.  
16While the Department of Defense’s primary mission is to defend the nation, the 
department is often asked to play a prominent role in supporting civil authorities and must 
be prepared to provide rapid response when called upon during disasters and declared 
emergencies (both natural and human-caused). The Department of Defense provides 
such support through its Defense Support of Civil Authorities mission.  
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Table 2: Federal Emergency Management Agency Obligations for Major Disaster Declarations Resulting From Wildfires, Fiscal 
Years 2009 through 2018  

Dollars in thousands 

Program or 
Activity 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Total, 
2009-2018 

Public Assistance 30,994 2,502 19,194 42,428 66,751 16,297 36,212 235,672 26,945 478,798 955,793 
Individual 
Assistance 5,352 254 7,270 13,844 2,999 226 3,073 21,830 9,091 76,934 140,872 
Mitigationa __ 1,245 525 4,029 13,600 5,988 12,416 11,776 10,737 17,798 78,114 
Operationsb __ __ __ 206 __ 19 -5 2,283 323 1,140,600 1,143,426 
Administrationc 6,524 1,344 5,549 23,940 6,964 5,353 8,162 29,770 9,401 74,867 171,874 
Totals 42,870 5,345 32,538 84,447 90,314 27,883 59,858 301,331 56,497 1,788,997 2,490,080 

Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aMitigation includes obligations made under the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program stemming from 
these major disasters. 
bOperations includes obligations for mission assignments to other federal agencies providing eligible 
emergency work or debris removal services, as well as urban search and rescue operations where 
applicable. 
cAdministration includes obligations for costs that support the delivery of disaster assistance, such as 
workforce salary and travel costs, rent and security expenses for field operation locations, and 
mission assignments to other federal agencies providing operational support, among other things. 

 
The U.S. Forest Service within the Department of Agriculture and the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and National Park Service within the Department of the 
Interior, are responsible for managing wildfires on federal lands.17 Wildfire 
management consists of three primary components: 

1. Preparedness involves acquiring and positioning firefighting assets. 

2. Suppression involves selecting among strategies to extinguish or 
contain a fire, with the aim of protecting firefighters and public safety 
and using the minimum resources necessary. 

3. Fuels Reduction involves acting in advance of wildfires to manage 
vegetation with the aim of reducing the intensity, severity, or negative 

                                                                                                                     
17GAO has issued reports examining the roles of federal agencies in wildland fire 
management and federal-nonfederal collaboration in reducing the risk of wildland fires. 
See Wildland Fire Management: Agencies Have Made Several Key Changes but Could 
Benefit from More Information about Effectiveness, GAO-15-772 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 
16, 2015); Wildland Fire Risk Reduction: Multiple Factors Affect Federal-Nonfederal 
Collaboration, but Action Could Be Taken to Better Measure Progress, GAO-17-357 
(Washington, D.C.: May 10, 2017). 

Other Federal Roles and 
Responsibilities for 
Wildfires 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-772
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-357
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-357
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effects of a wildfire. We are currently reviewing federal fuel reduction 
efforts, and how those efforts consider community protection, and 
plan to issue a report on the subject later this year. 

 
State forestry agencies and other nonfederal entities—including tribal, 
county, city, and rural fire departments—have primary responsibility for 
managing wildfires on nonfederal lands, and share responsibility for 
protecting homes and other private structures. When a wildfire occurs on 
nonfederal lands and begins to exceed the state or local entity’s ability to 
effectively respond to the wildfire, the state or local entity may seek 
assistance from neighboring jurisdictions, typically through prescribed 
mutual aid agreements. For example, during wildfires in California in 
October and December of 2017, the California Governor’s Office of 
Emergency Services used the California fire and rescue and law 
enforcement mutual aid systems, along with the national Emergency 
Management Assistance Compact to mobilize and organize a large 
number of emergency services.18 In total, according to California 
Governor’s Office of Emergency Services, over 400 state and local 
government and 200 out-of-state fire departments sent engines, crews, 
and other assets to assist the local firefighting efforts. When a state or 
local jurisdiction needs further firefighting assistance, it may request 
additional support through Geographic Area Coordination Centers 
overseen by the National Interagency Fire Center.19 Once a Geographic 
Area Coordination Center has exhausted the resources it can provide, it 
can turn to the National Interagency Coordination Center within the 
National Interagency Fire Center for further assistance. 

  

                                                                                                                     
18An Emergency Management Assistance Compact is an all-hazards, all-discipline mutual 
aid compact that allows states to send personnel, equipment, and commodities to assist 
with response and recovery efforts in other states. 
19The National Interagency Fire Center is an interorganizational group overseen by 
representatives from the Bureau of Land Management, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National 
Park Service, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, FEMA, and the National 
Association of State Foresters. The center serves as the focal point to coordinate national 
mobilization of fire suppression resources. It is divided into 10 Geographic Area 
Coordination Centers and headquartered in Boise, Idaho. 
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For wildfire disaster declarations from 2015 to 2018, FEMA provided a 
variety of assistance to state and local emergency management officials 
consistent with roles and responsibilities in the National Response 
Framework and National Disaster Recovery Framework. 20 Specifically, 
FEMA helped these jurisdictions by reimbursing some fire suppression 
costs, supporting state-led efforts to coordinate the response and provide 
for the immediate needs of displaced survivors, and helping localities plan 
and execute recovery. FEMA has obligated over $2.4 billion to assist in 
response to and recovery from these disasters to date. 

As previously discussed, although states and other federal agencies have 
primary responsibility for fire suppression, some state and local fire 
suppression costs are eligible for reimbursement through FMAGs. Most 
wildfire-affected states and localities in our scope received this kind of fire 
suppression support from FEMA initially in the form of the FMAGs. As the 
fires ultimately led to major disaster declarations, any funding that FEMA 
would have provided through the FMAGs were ultimately provided under 
Public Assistance as part of the declaration. 

To support state-led response and provide for the immediate needs of 
displaced survivors, FEMA deployed staff to assist in state Emergency 
Operations Centers and secured needed resources for mass care—such 
as cots to help with temporary sheltering, according to state officials.21 In 
addition, FEMA assigned federal agencies to perform various missions to 
help with disaster response. For example, the Environmental Protection 
Agency provided hazardous material cleanup of damaged properties, and 
USACE provided public works services, such as contracting for debris 
removal. 

                                                                                                                     
20The National Response Framework describes the roles and responsibilities and 
coordinating structures for delivering the core capabilities needed in response to a 
disaster. It includes capabilities for fire suppression, operational coordination, and mass 
care services, among others. The National Disaster Recovery Framework provides 
context for how the whole community works together to restore, redevelop, and revitalize 
health, social, economic, natural, and environmental fabric. It describes capabilities that 
are separate from but related to the capabilities in the National Response Framework, 
including health and social services, infrastructure systems, and housing, among others. 
21Emergency Operations Centers are locations where staff from multiple agencies typically 
come together to address imminent threats and hazards and to provide coordinated 
support to incident command, on-scene personnel, and other Emergency Operations 
Centers. These centers may be fixed locations, temporary facilities, or virtual structures 
with staff participating remotely. 
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As response activities continued and recovery began, FEMA and the 
state emergency management agencies established Joint Field Offices, 
which are temporary field offices established to coordinate federal and 
state efforts in disaster response and recovery, and provided resources to 
help individual disaster survivors with community services and housing 
needs. For example, following wildfires in November 2018—including the 
Camp Fire in Butte County—FEMA provided over $55 million to survivors 
to reimburse them for the cost of temporary lodging and rentals after their 
homes were destroyed. In addition, FEMA provided funding and support 
to local jurisdictions to help address community infrastructure needs. For 
example, FEMA obligated money to pay for wildfire debris removal from 
public property as well as from private property, given the widespread 
effect on the community of toxic fire debris.22 

Also to support recovery, in coordination with state and local entities, 
FEMA established and staffed Disaster Recovery Centers, which are 
facilities or mobile offices where survivors can go for information about 
FEMA programs or other disaster assistance programs. Representatives 
from the relevant state agencies, FEMA, U.S. Small Business 
Administration, volunteer agencies, and other agencies were at the 
centers to answer questions about and help survivors apply for disaster 
assistance and low-interest disaster loans for homeowners, renters, and 
businesses.  

Finally, to assist local jurisdictions with longer-term recovery, FEMA 
provided assistance to some locally-led long-term recovery activities 
designed to address housing and other survivor needs in the community. 
Table 3 shows the amount of assistance FEMA provided for each of the 
six major disasters that we reviewed, and Appendix II provides a more 
detailed breakdown of each major disaster, including a map of each 
disaster, the number of structures that were destroyed, and mission 
assignment data. 

  

                                                                                                                     
22The debris left by wildfires can be toxic, as it may contain structural ash, hazardous 
building materials such as asbestos, and high concentrations of heavy metals, including 
lead. Special precautions are required for removal of toxic wildfire debris. 
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Table 3: Summary of Federal Assistance Obligated for Major Disasters Resulting 
from Wildfires, 2015 through 2018, as of March 31, 2019 

Wildfires 
Mission 

Assignments 
Individual  

Assistance 
Public  

Assistance 
Dollar  
Totals 

Northern 
California,  
September 2015 

4,803,051  30,417,072  236,314,405  271,534,528  

East Tennessee,  
November 2016 

331,459  3,617,470  3,835,218  7,784,147  

Northern and 
Southern 
California, 
October 2017 

1,039,949,927  63,686,111  344,428,160  1,448,064,198  

Southern 
California,  
December 2017 

111,231,776  9,717,190  152,424,826  273,373,792  

Northern 
California,  
July 2018 

588,000  12,906,928  74,613,904  88,108,832  

Northern and 
Southern 
California, 
November 2018 

138,098,016  178,969,864  $8,389,555  325,457,435  

Total 1,295,002,229  299,314,635  820,006,068  2,414,322,932  

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 

 
State and local officials we spoke with reported practices that aided in 
wildfire response and recovery and also experienced challenges that 
arose in multiple jurisdictions across different disasters. 
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When asked what worked well, officials from three out of the six California 
counties told us that FEMA and the California Governor’s Office of 
Emergency Services collaborated effectively during response and 
recovery efforts.23 For example, one of the three counties reported that 
when posing questions or concerns to the California Governor’s Office of 
Emergency Services, they were able to quickly obtain answers or further 
information and get help navigating complex issues. As we reported in 
2018, according to officials in the California Governor’s Office of 
Emergency Services and FEMA, they have developed a strong 
relationship with each other over time, which helps both agencies deliver 
consistent, unified information to stakeholders and disaster survivors.24 

Local officials also praised FEMA’s role in helping to set up and operate 
Disaster Recovery Centers. Officials in four of the six California counties 
that we interviewed noted that FEMA was quick to send staff to assist 
local jurisdiction staff and disaster survivors at the facilities established to 
provide assistance, such as Local Assistance Centers (generally 
activated by the county in the immediate wake of a disaster to provide 
government services to survivors) and Disaster Recovery Centers 
established by FEMA. For example, one of these counties noted that 
FEMA had staff available at their Local Assistance Center to support 
requests for Individual Assistance and other items shortly after the 
disaster was declared, and the county received positive feedback from 
the public about the varied types of support provided by experienced staff 
at their Local Assistance Center. 

Officials in one of the counties mentioned above, as well as FEMA 
officials, cited as good practices efforts to bring together local and state 
providers of governmental services to provide a variety of assistance in 
one place. For example, FEMA credited one county for their efforts in 

                                                                                                                     
23We interviewed officials from six counties in California and one in Tennessee. 
24GAO, 2017 Hurricanes and Wildfires: Initial Observations on the Federal Response and 
Key Recovery Challenges, GAO-18-472 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 4, 2018). 
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partnering with a local mental health service provider to offer mental 
health counseling on site at a Disaster Recovery Center, as opposed to 
referring individuals to such services off site. 

Similarly, one Disaster Recovery Center we visited in California included 
representation from a number of different state agencies, such as the 
state’s contractors’ licensing board, insurance regulators, department of 
employment opportunities, and franchise tax board. Officials explained 
that being able to access a variety of state services in a Disaster 
Recovery Center can be particularly helpful for fire survivors, as they may 
have evacuated their homes with very little notice and lost all their 
identifying documentation to the fire. 

 
State and county officials described challenges that were present in 
several of the wildfire disaster declarations that we reviewed. Some of 
these challenges—such as a complex Public Assistance application 
process or FEMA staff turnover—are not specific to wildfires and could 
also affect recovery efforts after a hurricane, flood, or other natural 
disaster. Some challenges were more specific to and further complicated 
by the nature of wildfire disasters. These challenges include the 
complexity and scale of fire debris removal, shortage of temporary 
housing for wildfire survivors, and lack of local experience dealing with 
the magnitude of the wildfires encountered in 2017 and 2018. 

Officials in three of the seven counties we met with said that the onerous 
and confusing documentation required when applying for Public 
Assistance grants was a challenge. For example, an official from one 
county told us that the Public Assistance guidance in effect at the time his 
county was recovering from disaster contained conflicting information, 
though he believed this issue has since been resolved. 

Officials in two counties also described difficulty meeting the deadlines for 
application submission, especially while managing the other demands of 
disaster response and recovery. We have previously reported on 
challenges with FEMA’s administration of the Public Assistance program, 
including effectively overseeing and staffing the program, among other 
things.25 Officials from FEMA’s Public Assistance Division acknowledged 

                                                                                                                     
25GAO, Disaster Assistance: Opportunities to Enhance Implementation of the Redesigned 
Public Assistance Grant Program, GAO-18-30 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 8, 2017). 
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that the complexity of the program has been a challenge for local officials 
in recent years. The officials pointed to the development of a new Public 
Assistance delivery model as the key initiative to address these 
challenges. This new delivery model, which includes a new information 
portal designed to improve local officials’ ability to upload and submit 
information, was intended to clarify program requirements, improve 
operations, and respond to previously-identified challenges, according to 
FEMA officials. FEMA introduced the new model in California during the 
recovery phase of the 2017 wildfires. 

Officials from two of the selected counties stated that the new information 
portal eased the process of submitting documentation for FEMA review. 
In 2017, we reported on the historical challenges with FEMA’s Public 
Assistance program and identified additional challenges with the roll-out 
of the new delivery model, including the need to determine its staffing 
needs for supporting rollout of the system and strengthen controls over 
the information system being used.26 California officials we spoke with 
also noted that in order for the new delivery model to be used efficiently, it 
would be helpful for FEMA to provide additional training to stakeholders 
who use the system. According to FEMA officials, FEMA provided a 
number of training sessions on the new model to California stakeholders 
between August 2017 and April 2019. 

Officials in three of the seven selected counties told us that frequent 
rotations of FEMA staff during disaster response and recovery was 
disruptive. For example, after working with state and local officials 
following a disaster, the rotations of FEMA staff resulted in having to re-
share information that was already provided to FEMA, as well as 
inconsistent advice or interpretation of FEMA guidelines. FEMA officials 
acknowledged that ensuring continuity following staff turnover has long 
been an issue in multiple complex disaster environments. They noted a 
number of reasons why a staff member in a position might turn over. For 
example, according to FEMA officials, the disasters in 2017, including 
Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria, as well as the California wildfires, 
required FEMA management to redeploy response personnel from one 

                                                                                                                     
26GAO-18-30. We made five recommendations to FEMA. As of July 2019, FEMA has 
implemented one of them by establishing controls over its Public Assistance case tracking 
system (also known as FAC-Trax). The other four—that FEMA 1) complete a workforce 
staffing assessment, 2) establish testing criteria for its Public Assistance case tracking 
system, 3) standardize hazard mitigation planning at joint field offices, and 4) develop 
performance measures and objectives for its new delivery model—remain open.    

Frequent Turnover of FEMA 
Staff 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-30
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disaster to the next. We have reported on multiple FEMA workforce 
challenges in prior work and continue to observe workforce challenges in 
our ongoing work.27 We are currently reviewing how FEMA deploys and 
trains staff to meet disaster mission needs and plan to report early in 
2020. 

Debris removal is an important first step in the disaster recovery process, 
allowing communities to expedite the recovery process by restoring 
accessibility to public services and space, while ensuring public health 
and safety in the aftermath of a disaster. Debris removal posed several 
challenges for state and local jurisdictions affected by the wildfires. 
Wildfires typically leave no remaining structure, and the resulting ash 
contains contaminants that must be carefully removed, wrapped, and 
disposed of before survivors can move back to their properties. This can 
make the wildfire debris removal process costlier and more complicated 
than for other types of disaster debris. California’s Department of 
Resources, Recycling, and Recovery typically handles debris removal 
after local disasters in the state, but it did not have the capacity to handle 
the high volume of debris caused by the 2017 Northern California 
wildfires. As a result, the state asked FEMA to assign USACE with the 
debris removal mission. 

According to local officials, there was some confusion over how much 
contaminated soil should be removed from some properties. Specifically, 
in some cases, USACE removed more soil than necessary at home sites 
in an attempt to “scrape” the soil deeply enough to remove all possible 
contaminants at the site; however, this did not take into account that 
some contaminants, such as arsenic, occur naturally in the soil. As a 
result, some property owners were left with large over-excavated pits on 
their property that needed to be filled in before rebuilding could occur. 
Figure 5 shows a property site that, according to local officials, had been 
excavated below the foundation of the home and thus needed to be 
refilled with soil, complicating the rebuilding effort. In addition, officials 
from one county stated that USACE staff rotations made it difficult for 
state and local officials to communicate debris removal options clearly 
                                                                                                                     
27Although FEMA has taken action to address several of GAO’s workforce-related 
recommendations since 2016, such as developing preliminary models of staffing needs 
across various programs including Public Assistance, a number of recommendations 
remain open. For a summary of prior and ongoing work related to FEMA workforce 
challenges, see GAO, Emergency Management: FEMA Has Made Progress, but 
Challenges and Future Risks Highlight Imperative for Further Improvements, GAO-19-
617T (Washington, D.C.: June 11, 2019).  
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both internally and to the public, leading to confusion among some 
survivors about their best options for debris removal. 

Figure 5: Excavated Residential Property Site, Napa, California 

 
 
In 2018 and 2019, we reported on issues with contracting for wildfire 
debris removal. We found that USACE’s debris removal contracts, while 
broad enough to cover any type of debris, had been used primarily to 
manage hurricane debris removal and did not address issues posed by 
wildfire debris removal.28 We also found that miscommunication at the 
federal level resulted in differing expectations between USACE and state 
and local officials about debris removal work to be performed, such as the 
types of structures to be removed from private property and acceptable 
soil contamination levels. According to USACE officials, they relied on 
FEMA to manage communication with states and localities and to identify 
and manage expectations about the scope of work to be performed. We 
recommended, among other things, that FEMA take the lead to work 
together with USACE to revise the mission assignment policy and related 
guidance to better incorporate consideration of contracting needs and to 
                                                                                                                     
28GAO, 2017 Disaster Contracting: Action Needed to Better Ensure More Effective Use 
and Management of Advance Contracts, GAO-19-93 (Washington, D.C.: December 2, 
2018), and 2017 Disaster Contracting: Actions Needed to Improve the Use of Post-
Disaster Contracts to Support Response and Recovery, GAO-19-281 (Washington, D.C.: 
April 24, 2019). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-93
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-281
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ensure clarity of contracting-related coordination responsibilities. DHS 
concurred with this recommendation and reported that it will take steps—
such as development of mission assignment project management tools 
and training for mission assignment work—to implement it. 

According to DHS’s 2017 National Preparedness Report, providing 
effective and affordable temporary housing for disaster survivors has 
been a longstanding and continuing challenge.29 Wildfires pose an 
additional challenge because in contrast to disasters such as hurricanes 
or floods where there may be a substantial portion of a home left 
standing, and property may be habitable after the most dangerous debris 
is removed, wildfires generally destroy entire structures and leave a pile 
of contaminated debris and soil. This kind of damage requires a lengthier 
clean-up and necessarily precludes survivors from occupying the property 
until state and local officials declare the lot safe for habitation. 

In the meantime, one of FEMA’s responsibilities under the Mass Care, 
Emergency Assistance, Temporary Housing and Human Services 
Emergency Support Function is to help displaced disaster survivors with 
access to temporary housing. This has posed challenges for some of the 
counties we spoke with, most notably in select Northern California 
communities. In particular, officials in two California counties noted that 
vacancy rates are very low in these areas, and there were few places to 
house survivors who were either waiting to rebuild on their property or 
had been living in rental properties that were destroyed. In addition, in 
one California county there have been a limited number of potential sites 
available (such as commercial parks or group sites) to place transportable 
temporary housing units. According to FEMA, several factors limited the 
number of commercial or group sites available for such housing units, 
including limited space for the housing units, contaminated utilities, and 
challenges with local jurisdictions responsible for deciding whether and 
where to place group sites. 

According to FEMA officials, the nature of fire debris affects the array of 
post-disaster housing options that FEMA can offer through its Individual 
Assistance program. For example, although FEMA can provide 
replacement assistance for destroyed homes and repair assistance for 
homes with damage that can be repaired, the complete destruction of 

                                                                                                                     
29Department of Homeland Security, National Preparedness Report (Washington, D.C.: 
Aug. 28, 2017).   

Shortage of Temporary 
Housing for Wildfire Survivors 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 24 GAO-20-5  Wildfire Disasters 

homes due to fires significantly lengthens the recovery processes. Rental 
assistance and lodging reimbursement are limited by lack of access to 
rental properties, and the use of manufactured housing units is limited by 
lack of group sites that meet requirements, including adequate space for 
such units and access to utilities (e.g., potable water not contaminated by 
fire damage). See Appendix I for more information on this program.30 

FEMA officials acknowledged that providing housing for survivors has 
long been a challenge for the agency. They also acknowledged that 
several of FEMA’s housing tools are less relevant to wildfires versus other 
disasters (as discussed above). According to FEMA, the agency is 
currently reviewing various aspects of its housing mission to better 
identify ways to address some of these challenges. 

Officials from two of the counties we spoke with said that their lack of 
experience in response to and recovery from wildfires of the magnitudes 
encountered was very challenging. Officials from one of those counties 
stated that they did not have the knowledge or skill-set needed at the 
local level to best identify response and recovery needs and relied heavily 
on FEMA and California’s Governor’s Office of Emergency Services for 
resources and training in these areas. 

Officials from another county stated that neither they nor FEMA were 
accustomed to the level of destruction in a rural area, which created 
challenges identifying resources and processes to remove damaged trees 
from private property, storing the volume of downed trees, and 
maintaining the few roads available for hauling debris. 

Officials from another county in California described being unprepared 
when they were tasked with collecting duplicate payments for private 
property debris removal after survivors received their insurance benefits. 
Residents who participated in the private property debris removal 
program who were paid out of FEMA’s Public Assistance program, and 
subsequently also received an insurance benefit for debris removal, were 
required to repay the federal government for the duplicate benefit. 
According to these county officials, they were not aware that collection 
would be their responsibility until about 2 years after the initial debris 
removal took place. The officials noted that the administrative burden for 

                                                                                                                     
30We previously reported on FEMA’s housing challenges following the 2017 disaster 
season. See GAO-18-472.  
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identifying the affected homeowners and the amount owed and then 
collecting the payments was significant, and taxed their administrative 
capacity. They said they wished they had been aware sooner that they 
would have to absorb this duty, so they could put systems in place. 
According to FEMA and state officials, however, these requirements were 
included in FEMA’s Public Assistance Program and Policy Guide, which 
states that local governments are responsible for implementing private 
property debris removal, including the requirement to collect and 
reimburse FEMA for any duplicate benefits. Nevertheless, the confusion 
described by the county government illustrates the difficulty jurisdictional 
officials with little previous wildfire experience can have navigating 
complex program rules while simultaneously confronting the disaster 
aftermath. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In June 2019, FEMA Region IX—which provides disaster assistance in 
California—finalized the after-action report for the October and December 
2017 wildfire disasters in Northern and Southern California.31 FEMA’s 
2017 wildfire after-action report offered response and recovery lessons 
learned from both the challenges identified and successful practices.32 
Some, but not all, of these were mirrored in our interviews with California 
                                                                                                                     
31FEMA Region IX Continuous Improvement Program, 2017 California Wildfires and 
Mudslides After Action Report (June 11, 2019). 
32After major disasters occur, FEMA’s standard practice is to prepare an after-action 
report that identifies areas for improvement and potential best practices identified during 
response and recovery. 
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jurisdictions that were affected by recent wildfires. Among its findings, the 
2017 wildfire after-action report identified several areas for improvement. 
For example, FEMA’s immediate activation of the Transitional Sheltering 
Assistance program and lack of a unified information system to track 
applicants’ eligibility for all Individual Assistance programs at the time of 
the wildfires resulted, in some instances, in applicants receiving sheltering 
benefits inappropriately (i.e., receiving Transitional Sheltering Assistance 
benefits despite their residence being undamaged).33 One potential action 
to address this challenge identified in the report was to add information on 
Transitional Sheltering Assistance program applicants into the database 
that FEMA uses to track disaster information to ensure those applicants 
have access to all benefits and reduce the potential for duplication. FEMA 
officials have stated that since the 2017 wildfires, policy changes have 
been made to address this issue, including adding Transitional Sheltering 
Assistance program applicant data to the information system used to 
track eligibility for all Individual Assistance programs. 

In addition, FEMA reported that the typical contracts USACE had in place 
for debris removal were not designed to address the nature (i.e., fire-
related debris) and scope of work required, particularly with respect to 
private property debris removal. The agencies worked together to rapidly 
scope the statements of work for the debris removal contracts to provide 
services to survivors, but FEMA ultimately found that the contract 
requirements lacked detail and clarity, resulting in additional costs. 
USACE prepared its own after-action report after the 2017 wildfires, 
which also identified challenges with the scope of its debris removal 
contracts and the mission assignment task orders, and planned to 
incorporate lessons learned in future debris removal contracts. 

According to FEMA Region IX officials, many of the issues regarding 
debris removal stemmed from not having documented processes in place 
to govern wildfire debris removal specifically. In its after-action report, 
FEMA identified potential actions to address these challenges—such as 
developing standard operating procedures in coordination with USACE 
for fire debris removal—to correct these and other identified areas for 
improvement. According to USACE officials, FEMA subsequently 

                                                                                                                     
33FEMA’s Transitional Sheltering Assistance program provides temporary lodging 
assistance for survivors who are not able to return home for an extended or indeterminate 
period of time following a disaster. Under this program, disaster survivors may be eligible 
to stay in hotel or motel lodging for a limited period of time and have the cost of the room 
and taxes covered by FEMA. 
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provided funds through a 2018 wildfire disaster declaration to USACE to 
develop such standard operating procedures. USACE officials told us 
they had shared these procedures with FEMA and stated that the 
procedures will help guide future wildfire private property debris removal 
operations. 

The 2017 after-action report also identified a number of strengths and 
best practices during 2017 wildfire response and recovery efforts in 
California. For example, the report noted that collaboration and pre-
existing relationships between federal and state personnel helped to 
overcome knowledge gaps about certain programs and improved survivor 
outcomes (such as the placement of temporary housing units based on 
work done by an interagency task force). In addition, Facebook provided 
FEMA with pre- and post-disaster survivor locations (provided voluntarily 
by the survivor) that helped identify where survivors were located after the 
wildfires. Using this information, FEMA then worked with the state and 
private sector in order to help plan for short- and long-term housing 
solutions. 

 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government state that 
management should identify, analyze, and respond to significant changes 
that could impact its internal control system, which would include actions 
established through policies and procedures.34 Agency management, 
therefore, should analyze the effect of identified change on policies and 
procedures and revise such policies and procedures—and other elements 
of its internal control system—on a timely basis to maintain effectiveness. 

The combination of back-to-back devastating wildfire seasons in 
California, overall upward trends in wildfire disaster declarations, and 
several factors that point to increased likelihood of severe wildfire activity 
in the future suggest a change that may have significant impacts on 
FEMA’s operating environment. As shown in figure 6, from 1953 to the 
present, the number of major disaster declarations from wildfires has 
increased in nearly every decade since 1950 and most dramatically in the 
last two decades. During Congressional testimony from March 2018, 
FEMA’s Region IX Administrator stated that fire season has changed 
from covering spring through early fall to a now year-round event, and 

                                                                                                                     
34GAO-14-704G. 
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that the unprecedented impacts from the 2017 wildfire season would 
linger for years to come. 

Figure 6: Major Disaster Declarations from Wildfire, 1953-2018 

 
 
Land use practices and climate trends increase the likelihood that severe 
and intense wildfires will affect people and communities. As we have 
described in previous reports, land use practices over the past century 
have reduced forest and rangeland ecosystems’ resilience to fire. Land 
use practices like fire suppression and timber harvesting have contributed 
to abnormally dense accumulations of vegetation. These accumulations 
can fuel uncharacteristically large or severe wildfires. At the same time, 
development occurring in and around wildlands—an area often called the 
wildland-urban interface—has increased, placing more people, 
businesses, and infrastructure at risk. The wildland-urban interface 
contains 46 million single-family homes, representing about 40 percent of 
single-family homes in the United States. According to the 2014 
Quadrennial Fire Review, 60 percent of new homes built in the United 
States since 1990 were built in the wildland-urban interface. As the 
footprint of human activity and settlement into the wildland-urban interface 
expands, the risk of fire exposure to people and property is expected to 
increase further. 
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In addition, changing climate conditions, including drier conditions in 
certain parts of the country, have increased the length and severity of 
wildfire seasons, according to many scientists and researchers. For 
example, in the western United States, the average number of days in the 
fire season increased from approximately 200 in 1980 to approximately 
300 in 2013, according to the 2014 Quadrennial Fire Review.35 According 
to the U.S. Global Change Research Program’s 2018 National Climate 
Assessment, warmer and drier conditions have led to a greater incidence 
of large forest fires (fires with an area greater than 386 square miles) in 
the western United States and Alaska, a trend expected to continue as 
climate warms and the fire season gets longer.36 

Despite these trends and projections, FEMA does not plan to 
comprehensively assess operations to determine whether and how 
policies and procedures might need to change to better respond to 
changing operational conditions. According to FEMA officials, they had 
not considered conducting this kind of review, because they believe their 
existing mechanisms—specifically after-action reporting, the continuous 
improvement process, and program specific mechanisms such as the 
Public Assistance Change Control Tool—will allow them to incorporate 
relevant lessons into policies and procedures.37 

According to FEMA officials, after a major disaster, FEMA’s standard 
practice is to identify areas for improvement and develop lessons learned 
that can improve FEMA planning and policy and support national 
preparedness by preparing an after-action report which is required by 
FEMA policy. FEMA has a continuous improvement program which 
serves as the overarching process by which it identifies and responds to 
                                                                                                                     
35Booz Allen Hamilton, 2014 Quadrennial Fire Review Final Report (Washington, D.C.: 
May 2015).  
36U.S. Global Change Research Program, 2018: Impacts, Risks, and Adaptation in the 
United States: Fourth National Climate Assessment, Volume II [Reidmiller, D.R., C.W. 
Avery, D.R. Easterling, K.E. Kunkel, K.L.M. Lewis, T.K. Maycock, and B.C. Stewart 
(eds.)]. U.S. Global Change Research Program, Washington, DC, USA. 
doi:10.7930/NCA4.2018.  
37According to FEMA officials, in addition to its after-action reporting process, FEMA also 
maintains a Public Assistance Change Control Tool during recovery operations to identify 
suggested changes to Public Assistance policies, procedures, and systems and to enable 
FEMA to quickly implement corrective actions. FEMA staff and external stakeholders such 
as state officials can use the tool to submit suggestions for improving the Public 
Assistance program. FEMA officials said they have received over 170 submissions related 
to the 2017 and 2018 wildfires and have implemented over 50 of them (as of June 2019). 
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operational lessons learned identified in after-action reporting.38 
According to FEMA officials, FEMA headquarters reviews all completed 
after-action reports to identify any areas for improvement that may need 
to be addressed through changes in policies and procedures. 

Although the continuous improvement process and its reliance on after-
action reporting offers the opportunity to incorporate discrete lessons 
learned into select policies and procedures, there are some limitations in 
its ability to offer a comprehensive assessment of its internal controls in 
light of the strong potential that wildfire disasters will continue to increase. 
By its nature, after-action reporting captures select issues at a specific 
time and in a specific place, but it is not a dedicated effort to assess how 
various policies and procedures may need to be changed to better 
respond to changing operational conditions. For example, in our 
discussions with fire-affected jurisdictions, we noted that some 
programmatic or policy challenges were specific to or made more difficult 
by the nature of wildfires, such as the complexities of debris removal and 
difficult housing missions. A comprehensive review of internal controls, 
such as policies, procedures, and training, may shed light on aspects of 
FEMA’s operations—well tested over the years in hurricane and flood 
situations—that could be adapted for greater responsiveness to the 
wildfire environment, helping to ensure attention to a broad range of 
issues in addition to those that might be noticed in a specific time and 
place through after-action reporting. 

In light of the potential for high-impact wildfires to become more frequent, 
a dedicated effort to comprehensively assess operations could help 
FEMA better ensure that its management controls—such as policies, 
procedures, and training—are as well designed as possible to respond to 
the unique challenges. 

 
Devastating wildfires have exacted a large human and financial toll in 
recent years, with 159 lives lost and $2 billion obligated by FEMA in 
response during the major disasters of 2017 and 2018. FEMA has 
provided support personnel and resources to affected state and local 
jurisdictions to aid in wildfire response and recovery efforts. Given some 
reports of projected increase in risk from wildfires—as well as the 
                                                                                                                     
38We are currently conducting a more targeted review of FEMA’s continuous improvement 
process and will report on FEMA’s timeframes for completion of after-action reports, 
among other things, in 2020. 

Conclusions 
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challenges we have noted in providing housing, conducting debris 
removal operations, and other areas—comprehensively assessing 
agency operations in response to and recovery from wildfires to 
determine if any actions or changes to agency policies and procedures 
are needed could provide guidance or insight for communities that may 
be affected in the future. Comprehensively identifying, analyzing, and 
responding to the significant operating changes posed by wildfires, as 
recommended in internal control standards, could provide FEMA with an 
opportunity to better ensure the nation is ready to address the unique 
challenges posed by increased large-scale wildfires. 

 
We recommend that the FEMA Administrator comprehensively assess 
operations to identify any additional updates to its management 
controls—such as policies, procedures, or training—that could enhance 
future response and recovery from large-scale and severe wildfires. 
(Recommendation 1) 

 
In August 2019, we requested comments on a draft of this report from the 
Departments of Agriculture, Defense, Interior, and Homeland Security. 
The Departments of Agriculture and Defense had no formal or technical 
comments. In September 2019, FEMA and the Department of the Interior 
provided technical comments, which we have incorporated as 
appropriate. In addition, DHS provided an official letter for inclusion in the 
report, which can be seen in appendix III, stating that it concurred with our 
recommendation. DHS’s letter describes a number of ongoing and 
planned actions that it plans to leverage in addressing our 
recommendation. These actions include, among other things, the use of 
sheltering and housing field teams to support states’ efforts to house 
disaster survivors; continued updates to direct housing guidance; 
developing guidance for the use of FEMA-issued, state-administered 
direct housing grants authorized by the Disaster Recovery Reform Act of 
2018;39 and development of a project to analyze and improve capabilities 
and identify areas of innovation in response to wildfire disasters. DHS 
anticipates that these efforts will be put into effect by December 2020. We 
will continue to monitor DHS and FEMA’s efforts in addressing our 
recommendation. 

                                                                                                                     
39See 42 U.S.C. § 5174(f). 
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We will send copies of the final report to the Secretaries of the 
departments mentioned above, the FEMA Administrator, and appropriate 
congressional committees. If you or your staff have any questions about 
this report, please contact me at (404) 679-1875 or curriec@gao.gov. 
Contact points for our Offices of Congressional Relations and Public 
Affairs may be found on the last page of this report. Other key 
contributors to this report are listed in appendix IV. 

 

Chris P. Currie 
Director 
Homeland Security and Justice 

  

 

mailto:curriec@gao.gov
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Individual Assistance 

FEMA’s Individual Assistance programs provide assistance directly to 
individuals and households, as well as state, local, tribal, and territorial 
governments to support individual survivors. This assistance covers 
necessary expenditures and serious needs that cannot be met through 
insurance or low-interest loans, such as temporary housing assistance, 
counseling, unemployment compensation, or medical expenses. FEMA 
provides this assistance through seven different programmatic areas, with 
a substantial amount of the assistance coming from the Individuals and 
Households Program. 

Individuals and Households Program 

The Individuals and Households Program provides financial assistance 
and direct services to eligible individuals and households who have 
uninsured or underinsured necessary expenses and serious needs. 
Individuals and Households Program assistance is intended to meet basic 
needs and supplement recovery efforts and is not a substitute for 
insurance. The Individuals and Households Program consists of two 
forms of assistance: Housing Assistance and Other Needs Assistance. 

• Housing Assistance: Housing assistance may be provided in the 
form of financial assistance, direct assistance, or a combination of the 
two. Financial assistance may include lodging expense 
reimbursement for time spent at hotels or other temporary lodging, 
rental assistance, and home repair or replacement assistance. Direct 
housing assistance may be provided when applicants are unable to 
use rental assistance due to a lack of available housing resources. 
This type of assistance may include the repair and lease of multi-
family housing units—such as apartments—for temporary use by 
applicants, direct lease assistance, or the provision of transportable 
temporary housing units, such as recreation vehicles or manufactured 
housing units. Transportable temporary housing units can be placed 
on private sites, commercial sites or on group sites. Commercial sites 
are existing manufactured home sites with available pads that FEMA 
may lease. Group sites require additional approval when housing 
needs cannot be met by other direct temporary housing options. They 
may include publicly-owned land with adequate available utilities. 

• Other Needs Assistance: This consists of financial assistance for 
other expenses and serious needs caused by the disaster. Some 

Appendix I: Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) Individual 
Assistance and Public Assistance Programs 



 
Appendix I: Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) Individual Assistance and 
Public Assistance Programs 
 
 
 
 

Page 36 GAO-20-5  Wildfire Disasters 

Other Needs Assistance is only provided if an applicant does not 
qualify for a Small Business Administration disaster loan1; this 
assistance would include personal property, moving and storage, and 
transportation assistance. Other types of Other Needs Assistance can 
be provided regardless of SBA loan qualification, including funeral, 
medical, dental, and child care assistance, and other miscellaneous 
items. 

Mass Care and Emergency Assistance 

This program provides life-sustaining services to disaster survivors 
immediately before a potential incident, during the response phase, and 
during the beginning of post-disaster recovery. Services provided include 
sheltering, feeding, distribution of emergency supplies, support for 
individuals with disabilities and others with access and functional needs, 
reunification services for adults and children, support for household pets 
and service/assistance animals, and mass evacuee support. 

Disaster Case Management 

This program provides supplemental federal financial assistance to 
states, territories, tribal governments, or private nonprofit entities in order 
to provide the services of a case manager to a disaster survivor. Through 
this service, a case manager assists a survivor with developing a disaster 
recovery plan for meeting his or her unmet needs. 

Crisis Counseling Assistance and Training Program 

This program provides supplemental funding to eligible state, territorial, 
tribal, or local governments, and non-governmental organizations to 
assist disaster-impacted individuals and communities in recovering from 
the major disasters through the provision of community-based outreach 
and psycho-educational services. 

Disaster Legal Services 

This program provides legal aid to survivors who qualify as low-income 
through an agreement with the American Bar Association. The service is 

                                                                                                                     
1The Small Business Administration provides low-interest, long-term loans to help 
applicants with personal property, transportation, and moving and storage expenses 
incurred due to a declared disaster. 



 
Appendix I: Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) Individual Assistance and 
Public Assistance Programs 
 
 
 
 

Page 37 GAO-20-5  Wildfire Disasters 

limited to cases that would not normally incur legal fees, such as 
assistance with insurance claims or recovery or reproduction of legal 
documents lost in the disaster. 

Disaster Unemployment Assistance 

This program provides unemployment benefits and re-employment 
assistance services to survivors under the responsibility of the U.S. 
Department of Labor. This assistance is only available to survivors who 
are not eligible for regular state unemployment insurance. 

Voluntary Agency Coordination 

FEMA employs Voluntary Agency Liaisons who establish and maintain 
relationships with voluntary agencies active in response and recovery, 
coordinate with the National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster, 
provide guidance on donations, and act as subject matter experts in 
development of long term recovery groups with local community 
organizations, faith-based groups, and other voluntary organizations. 

Public Assistance 

FEMA’s Public Assistance program provides supplemental federal 
disaster grant assistance to state, local, tribal, and territorial governments, 
and certain types of private nonprofit organizations for debris removal, 
emergency protective measures, and the restoration of disaster-
damaged, publicly-owned facilities and the facilities of certain private 
nonprofit organizations. The Public Assistance program also encourages 
protection of these damaged facilities from future events by providing 
assistance for hazard mitigation measures. The program—which 
represents the largest share of federal aid from the Disaster Relief 
Fund—is administered through a partnership between FEMA and the 
state, tribal or territorial grantee, which provides funding to local or tribal 
entities who are the subrecipients of a Public Assistance grant award. 
The Public Assistance program funds both emergency work and 
permanent work. 

Public Assistance for Emergency Work 

FEMA provides funding for emergency work such as emergency 
protective measures and debris removal that must be conducted 
immediately to save lives, protect public health and safety, protect 
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improved property, or eliminate or lessen a threat of immediate additional 
damage. This assistance is divided into two categories, described below. 

• Debris Removal (Category A): Debris removal activities, such as 
clearance, removal, and disposal, are eligible if the removal is in the 
public interest based on whether the work eliminates immediate 
threats to lives, public health, and safety or of significant damage to 
improved public or private property; ensures economic recovery of the 
affected community to the benefit of the community at large; or 
mitigates risk to life and property by removing substantially damaged 
structures and associated structures. In limited circumstances, based 
on the severity of the impact of an incident, FEMA may determine that 
debris removal from private property is eligible under the Public 
Assistance Program. If debris on private property is so widespread 
that it threatens public health and safety or the economic recovery of 
the community, FEMA may provide Public Assistance funding for 
debris removal from private property. 

• Emergency Protective Measures (Category B): Emergency 
protective measures conducted before, during, and after an incident 
are eligible if the measures: eliminate or lessen immediate threats to 
lives, public health, or safety; or eliminate or lessen immediate threats 
of significant additional damage to improved public or private property 
in a cost-effective manner. Examples of such measures include 
transporting and pre-positioning equipment, flood fighting, supplies 
and commodities, evacuation and sheltering, child care, security, or 
searches to locate and recover human remains. 

Public Assistance for Permanent Work 

Permanent Work is work required to restore a facility to its pre-disaster 
design (size and capacity) and function in accordance with applicable 
codes and standards. This assistance is divided into the five categories 
listed below: 

• Roads and Bridges (Category C) 
• Water Control Facilities (Category D) 
• Buildings and Equipment (Category E) 
• Utilities (Category F) 
• Parks, Recreational, Other (Category G) 
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Below are details on the six wildfire disasters selected for our review and 
the support the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
provided under the major disaster declarations. 

 
On September 9, 2015, the Butte Fire began burning across Calaveras 
County, and on September 12, 2015, the Valley Fire began burning 
across Lake County. FEMA subsequently approved a Fire Management 
Assistance Grant (FMAG) for the Butte Fire on September 10, 2015, and 
an FMAG for the Valley Fire on September 12, 2015. 

On September 22, 2015, the President issued a major disaster 
declaration at the request of the state for Lake County, which was 
ultimately expanded to include Calaveras County. On September 28, 
2015, FEMA—in collaboration with the state and counties—opened two 
Disaster Recovery Centers in Calaveras and Lake Counties, and on 
October 2, 2015, FEMA opened a third Disaster Recovery Center in Lake 
County. 

In total, the Valley and Butte Fires burned 146,935 acres, destroyed 
2,876 structures, and resulted in 6 deaths. See figure 7 for a map of the 
fire locations, and tables 4 and 5 for data on FEMA’s mission 
assignments, Individual Assistance, and Public Assistance support. 
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Figure 7: Map of 2015 Northern California Wildfires 

 
 
Table 4: Cost of Mission Assignments per Federal Agency for 2015 Northern 
California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Agency / Examples  
of Services 

Dollar Amount of 
Mission Assignments 

Environmental Protection Agency (Provided personnel  
and equipment for collection and removal of household 
hazardous waste) 

2,731,596 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Support for temporary 
housing through assessment, design, and development  
of sites for mobile housing units) 

1,311,976 

Federal Protective Service (Physical security to support 
response and recovery operations) 

630,718 

Other Agencies  128,762 
Total 4,803,051 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 

  



 
Appendix II: Information on Major Disasters 
Resulting from Wildfires, 2015 through 2018 
 
 
 
 

Page 41 GAO-20-5  Wildfire Disasters 

Table 5: Individual and Public Assistance Dollars Obligated for 2015 Northern 
California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Assistance  
Type 

Dollar  
Amount 

Individual Assistance  
Housing Assistancea 24,561,558 
Other Individual Assistanceb 5,855,514 
Total Individual Assistance 30,417,072 
Public Assistance  
Emergency Work  226,931,965 
Permanent Work 9,382,440 
Total Public Assistance 236,314,405 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aHousing assistance refers to money obligated for both financial assistance (e.g., lodging expense 
reimbursement or home repair or replacement assistance) and direct housing assistance (e.g., direct 
lease assistance or provision of transportable temporary housing units such as recreation vehicles or 
manufactured housing units). 
bOther individual assistance includes all other categories of Individual Assistance, such as other 
needs assistance (reimbursement of expenses caused by the disaster, such as moving or 
transportation expenses, or funeral, medical, or dental assistance), mass care assistance, crisis 
counseling, legal services, or unemployment assistance. 

 
On November 28 2016, strong winds pushed a wildfire—named the 
Chimney Tops 2 fire—beyond the boundaries of the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park and into the surrounding wildland urban 
interface. The fire primarily spread into Sevier County, Tennessee, which 
includes the cities of Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge. That same day, FEMA 
approved an FMAG for Tennessee to support fire suppression activities. 

On December 15, following a request by the governor of Tennessee on 
December 9, the President issued a major disaster declaration for Sevier 
County. On December 23 and December 28, FEMA—in collaboration with 
the state and counties—opened Disaster Recovery Centers in Gatlinburg 
and Pigeon Forge, respectively. 

The Tennessee wildfires ultimately burned approximately 17,000 acres, 
destroyed 2,545 structures, and led to 14 fatalities. See figure 8 for a map 
of the fires’ location, tables 6 and 7 for data on FEMA’s mission 
assignments, Individual Assistance, and Public Assistance support. 

East Tennessee Wildfires, 
November 2016 
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Figure 8: Map of 2016 East Tennessee Wildfires 
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Table 6: Cost of Mission Assignments by Federal Agency for the 2016 East 
Tennessee Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Agency / Example  
of Mission 

Dollar  
Amount 

Corporation for National Community Service (Support for volunteer 
organizations in various activities, such as managing call centers 
and donated resources or meeting special population needs.) 

254,018 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Debris clearance and removal from 
public properties, such as roads and bridges.) 

64,366 

U.S. Geological Survey (Provided assistance and expertise to state 
and local jurisdictions to aid in their missions.) 

9,224 

Other Agencies 3,850 
Total 331,459 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 

 
Table 7: Individual and Public Assistance Dollars Obligated for 2016 East 
Tennessee Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Assistance  
Type 

Dollar  
Amount 

Individual Assistance   
Housing Assistancea 1,660,169 
Other Individual Assistanceb 1,957,302 
Total Individual Assistance 3,617,470 
Public Assistance   
Emergency Work  3,835,218 
Permanent Work  N/A 
Total Public Assistance 3,835,218 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aHousing assistance refers to money obligated for both financial assistance (e.g., lodging expense 
reimbursement or home repair or replacement assistance) and direct housing assistance (e.g., direct 
lease assistance or provision of transportable temporary housing units such as recreation vehicles or 
manufactured housing units). 
bOther individual assistance includes all other categories of Individual Assistance, such as other 
needs assistance (reimbursement of expenses caused by the disaster, such as moving or 
transportation expenses, or funeral, medical, or dental assistance), mass care assistance, crisis 
counseling, legal services, or unemployment assistance. 
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On October 8, 2017, multiple fires began burning in northern California, 
spreading rapidly due to high winds and dry conditions. Among these fires 
was the Tubbs Fire in Sonoma and Napa Counties, which was, at the 
time, the most destructive fire in California’s history. On October 9, 2017, 
FEMA approved FMAGs for ten separate fires. 

On October 10, 2017, the President issued a major disaster declaration at 
the request of the state for seven counties—Butte, Lake, Mendocino, 
Napa, Nevada, Sonoma, and Yuba. On October 13, 2017, Solano County 
and Orange County (in southern California) were added to the 
declaration. In total, the fires included in this disaster declaration burned 
240,138 acres, destroyed 8,924 structures, and resulted in 44 deaths. 

From October 17 through November 28, FEMA—in in collaboration with 
the state and counties—established five Disaster Recovery Centers to 
assist disaster survivors. See figure 9 for a map of the fires’ locations, and 
tables 8 and 9 for data on FEMA’s mission assignments (including 
FEMA’s assignment of debris removal responsibilities to the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers), Individual Assistance, and Public Assistance 
support. Figure 10 provides an aerial snapshot of the destruction in one 
area of the city of Santa Rosa in Sonoma County. 

Northern and Southern 
California Wildfires, 
October 2017 
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Figure 9: Map of 2017 Northern and Southern California Wildfires 
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Figure 10: Aerial Photograph of Damage from Tubbs Fire, Santa Rosa, California, 
October 11, 2017 

 
 
Table 8: Cost of Mission Assignments by Federal Agency for 2017 Northern and 
Southern California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Agency / Example  
of Mission 

Dollar  
Amount 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Debris clearance and removal 
from public properties, such as roads and bridges, and private 
properties; technical assistance in the form of dam or levee 
safety engineers; other services.) 

955,702,040 

Environmental Protection Agency (Cleanup and disposal of 
hazardous materials such as oil or household hazardous waste; 
monitoring of public health and safety; other services.) 

81,045,000 

U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (Personnel to support 
FEMA’s response and recovery efforts.) 

1,029,000 

Other agencies 2,173,887 
Total 1,039,949,927 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
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Table 9: Individual and Public Assistance Dollars Obligated for 2017 Northern and 
Southern California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Assistance  
Type 

Dollar  
Amount 

Individual Assistance   
Housing Assistancea  34,942,543  
Other Individual Assistanceb  28,743,568  
Total Individual Assistance  63,686,111  
Public Assistance   
Emergency Work   304,075,528  
Permanent Work   40,352,632  
Total Public Assistance  344,428,160  

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aHousing assistance refers to money obligated for both financial assistance (e.g., lodging expense 
reimbursement or home repair or replacement assistance) and direct housing assistance (e.g., direct 
lease assistance or provision of transportable temporary housing units such as recreation vehicles or 
manufactured housing units). 
bOther individual assistance includes all other categories of Individual Assistance, such as other 
needs assistance (reimbursement of expenses caused by the disaster, such as moving or 
transportation expenses, or funeral, medical, or dental assistance), mass care assistance, crisis 
counseling, legal services, or unemployment assistance. 

 
On December 4, 2017, the Thomas Fire started burning in Ventura 
County. Over the next three days, the Thomas Fire and other wildfires 
spread rapidly through Ventura and neighboring counties—due in part to 
the Santa Ana Winds—and FEMA approved a number of FMAGs for 
these wildfires. 

On December 20, the governor of California requested a major disaster 
declaration for Los Angeles, San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Ventura 
Counties. The request was approved on January 2, 2018 for Santa 
Barbara and Ventura Counties for Public Assistance. In the week that 
followed, heavy rains exacerbated the damages caused by the fires, 
leading to mudflows and debris flows. On January 10, FEMA expanded 
the disaster declaration to include the flooding, mudflows, and debris 
flows related to the wildfires. Five days later, FEMA added Los Angeles 
and San Diego Counties to the disaster declaration, and granted all four 
counties eligibility for Individual Assistance, in addition to the Public 
Assistance eligibility previously approved. 

From January 19 through February 5, 2018, FEMA—in collaboration with 
the state and counties—established five Disaster Recovery Centers to 
assist disaster survivors. The Southern California wildfires, debris flows, 

Southern California 
Wildfires, Flooding, 
Mudflows and Debris 
Flows, December 2017 
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and mudflows ultimately burned 308,083 acres, destroyed 1,378 
structures, and caused 23 fatalities. See figure 11 for a map of the fires’ 
locations, and tables 10 and 11 for data on FEMA’s mission assignments, 
Individual Assistance, and Public Assistance support. 

Figure 11: Map of 2017 Southern California Wildfires 
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Table 10: Cost of Mission Assignments per Federal Agency for 2017 Southern 
California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019  

Agency / Example  
of Mission 

Dollar  
Amount 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Debris clearance and removal  
from public properties, such as roads and bridges.) 

110,820,000 

Federal Protective Service (Provided armed protective security 
officers to support response and recovery facilities.) 

300,000 

Environmental Protection Agency (Personnel in support  
of FEMA response operations.) 

50,000 

Other agencies 61,776 
Total 111,231,776 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 

 
Table 11: Individual and Public Assistance Dollars Obligated for 2017 Southern 
California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Assistance  
Type 

Dollar  
Amount 

Individual Assistance   
Housing Assistancea  4,925,644  
Other Individual Assistanceb  4,791,546  
Total Individual Assistance  9,717,190  
Public Assistance  
Emergency Work   141,167,013  
Permanent Work   11,257,813  
Total Public Assistance  152,424,826  

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aHousing assistance refers to money obligated for both financial assistance (e.g., lodging expense 
reimbursement or home repair or replacement assistance) and direct housing assistance (e.g., direct 
lease assistance or provision of transportable temporary housing units such as recreation vehicles or 
manufactured housing units). 
bOther individual assistance includes all other categories of Individual Assistance, such as other 
needs assistance (reimbursement of expenses caused by the disaster, such as moving or 
transportation expenses, or funeral, medical, or dental assistance), mass care assistance, crisis 
counseling, legal services, or unemployment assistance. 

 
On July 23, 2018, the Carr Fire began burning in Shasta County. On July 
27, 2018, the Mendocino Complex Fire, a combination of the River and 
Ranch Fires, began burning in Lake County. FEMA soon approved 
FMAGs for these fires. On August 4, 2018, the President issued a major 
disaster declaration for Shasta County, which was ultimately expanded to 
include Lake County. On August 9, 2018, FEMA—in collaboration with 

Northern California 
Wildfires and High Winds, 
July 2018 
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the state and counties—established a Disaster Recovery Center in 
Shasta County, with a second Disaster Recovery Center established in 
Lake County on August 21, 2018. 

One of the wildfires—the Mendocino Complex Fire—was the largest fire 
in California’s history, burning 459,123 acres. In total, the Carr and 
Mendocino Complex Fires burned 688,774 acres, destroyed 1,894 
structures, and resulted in 4 deaths. See figure 12 for a map of the fires’ 
locations, and tables 12 and 13 for data on FEMA’s mission assignments, 
Individual Assistance, and Public Assistance support. Figure 13 shows 
the aftermath of the Carr Fire in one residential neighborhood. 

Figure 12: Map of 2018 Northern California Wildfires 
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Figure 13: Aftermath of the Carr Fire in Shasta County’s Residential Neighborhood, 
Lake Keswick Estates 

 
 
Table 12: Cost of Mission Assignments per Federal Agency for 2018 Northern 
California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Agency / Example  
of Mission 

Dollar  
Amount 

Federal Protective Service (Provided armed protective security 
officers to support FEMA facilities.) 

300,000 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Provided support personnel at state 
emergency operations center, which include support to national or 
regional coordination centers or other subject matter expertise.) 

70,000 

Environmental Protection Agency (Provided support personnel to 
regional coordination center, joint field office or other facilities to 
support disaster operations. ) 

48,000 

Other agencies 170,000 
Total 588,000 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
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Table 13: Individual and Public Assistance Dollars Obligated for 2018 Northern 
California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Assistance  
Type 

Dollar  
Amount 

Individual Assistance  
Housing Assistancea  6,166,958  
Other Individual Assistanceb  6,739,969  
Total Individual Assistance  12,906,928  
Public Assistance  
Emergency Work   74,552,183  
Permanent Work   61,721  
Total Public Assistance  74,613,904  

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aHousing assistance refers to money obligated for both financial assistance (e.g., lodging expense 
reimbursement or home repair or replacement assistance) and direct housing assistance (e.g., direct 
lease assistance or provision of transportable temporary housing units such as recreation vehicles or 
manufactured housing units). 
bOther individual assistance includes all other categories of Individual Assistance, such as other 
needs assistance (reimbursement of expenses caused by the disaster, such as moving or 
transportation expenses, or funeral, medical, or dental assistance), mass care assistance, crisis 
counseling, legal services, or unemployment assistance. 

 
 

 

On November 8, 2018, the Camp Fire struck the city of Paradise in Butte 
County. According to California’s Department of Forestry and Fire 
Protection, the Camp Fire grew into the deadliest and most destructive 
fire in California history, resulting in 18,793 structures destroyed, 153,336 
acres burned, and 85 deaths. On the same day two other major fires—the 
Woolsey Fire in Los Angeles County and the Hill Fire in Ventura County—
began. 

On November 8-9, FEMA approved FMAGs for these fires, and the 
President issued a major disaster declaration for these counties on 
November 12, 2018. FEMA—in collaboration with the state and 
counties—opened a Disaster Recovery Center in Butte County on 
November 16 and four other Disaster Recovery Centers in Butte, 
Ventura, and Los Angeles counties over the next month. In total, the three 
fires resulted in 20,295 structures destroyed, 254,816 acres burned, and 
88 deaths. See figure 14 for a map of the fires’ locations, and tables 14 

Northern and Southern 
California Wildfires, 
November 2018 

Information on Fires and 
Assistance Provided 
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and 15 for data on FEMA’s mission assignments, Individual Assistance, 
and Public Assistance support. 

Figure 14: Map of 2018 Northern and Southern California Wildfires 
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Table 14: Cost of Mission Assignments per Federal Agency for 2018 Northern and 
Southern California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Agency / Example  
of Mission 

Dollar  
Amount 

Environmental Protection Agency (Assessment, identification, 
collection, and disposal of hazardous wastes) 

101,215,000 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Site development and construction, 
including utility installation, for travel trailers or manufactured 
housing units) 

27,067,100 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (Provided life-
saving and life-sustaining health and medical assets, including 
personnel and associated equipment, in support of wildfire response) 

6,838,000 

Other agencies 2,977,916 
Total 138,098,016 

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 

 
Table 15: Individual and Public Assistance Dollars Obligated for 2018 Northern and 
Southern California Wildfires, as of March 31, 2019 

Assistance  
Type 

Dollar  
Amount 

Individual Assistance  
Housing Assistancea  91,480,689  
Other Individual Assistanceb  87,489,176  
Total Individual Assistance  178,969,864  
Public Assistance  
Emergency Work  8,389,555  
Permanent Work __ 
Total Public Assistance  8,389,555  

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Emergency Management Agency data.  |  GAO-20-5 
aHousing assistance refers to money obligated for both financial assistance (e.g., lodging expense 
reimbursement or home repair or replacement assistance) and direct housing assistance (e.g., direct 
lease assistance or provision of transportable temporary housing units such as recreation vehicles or 
manufactured housing units). 
bOther individual assistance includes all other categories of Individual Assistance, such as other 
needs assistance (reimbursement of expenses caused by the disaster, such as moving or 
transportation expenses, or funeral, medical, or dental assistance), mass care assistance, crisis 
counseling, legal services, or unemployment assistance. 
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responsibilities and to help improve the performance and accountability of the 
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funds; evaluates federal programs and policies; and provides analyses, 
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oversight, policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s commitment to good government 
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