
 United States Government Accountability Office 

 

 

Highlights 

DISASTER CONTRACTING  

Actions Needed to Encourage Advance Contract Use and 
Improve Information Sharing and Oversight 

GAO-26-108121 June 2026 

A report to congressional committees 
For more information, contact: Travis J. Masters at masterst@gao.gov. 
 

What GAO Found 
When communities are hit by a major disaster—such as a flood, hurricane, or 
wildfire—a key first step is removing large quantities of debris so that they can 
begin to recover. The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), a 
component within the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), and the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers can help them respond quickly by awarding contracts 
before disasters strike. Tribes, states, and localities may also award their own 
advance contracts for debris removal. GAO found that six of 16 selected 
governments had awarded advance contracts for debris removal and identified 
benefits of having them, such as speed of debris removal. 

GAO also found confusion among FEMA’s procurement training group and its 
regional offices about roles and responsibilities for encouraging governments to 
award advance debris removal contracts. Clarifying roles and responsibilities 
would improve information sharing to encourage advance contract use. 

Uncleared Fire Debris in Pacific Palisades, California (May 2025) 

 
GAO found that the Army Corps’s processes for reporting debris removal data to 
those affected by the Los Angeles wildfires (January 2025) and Hurricane Helene 
in North Carolina (September 2024) differed. In Los Angeles, the Army Corps 
publicly shared an online interactive map with real-time debris removal data 
within about 6 weeks after the wildfires began. In contrast, it did not share 
county-specific infographics for those in North Carolina affected by the hurricane 
until 4 months after the disaster. Because the Army Corps has not completed an 
analysis of the reasons for the differences in data sharing, it may miss 
opportunities to improve its approach to providing timely and consistent data, 
including real-time debris removal data, during future disasters. 

FEMA put controls in place to mitigate the risks of fraud, waste, and abuse in its 
debris removal program. For example, it requires that grant applicants ensure 
that debris removal quantities are accurate to avoid incurring unnecessary costs. 
But, FEMA is not well positioned to obtain and evaluate information about new or 
evolving fraud, waste, and abuse risks in its debris removal program because its 
efforts do not align with fraud risk management leading practices. Conducting 
regular risk assessments and developing a process to address risks would help 
FEMA more strategically manage risks across its entire debris removal program. 

Why GAO Did This Study  
FEMA and the Army Corps spend 
billions of dollars annually to respond to 
major disasters. Using advance 
contracts can help quickly start the 
recovery because contractors may be 
able to start work soon after a disaster. 

The Disaster Contract Improvement Act 
includes a provision for GAO to review 
several areas related to debris removal. 
This report, among other objectives, 
examines (1) selected governments’ 
perspectives on the use of advance 
contracts for debris removal, and the 
extent to which FEMA encouraged the 
use of advance contracts; and the 
extent to which (2) the Army Corps 
developed processes for reporting 
advance contract debris removal efforts 
during the responses to two disasters, 
and (3) FEMA mitigated risks in its 
debris removal program. 

To conduct this review, GAO reviewed 
FEMA and Army Corps policies, data, 
and other documents and conducted 
site visits to observe ongoing debris 
removal in Los Angeles and North 
Carolina. GAO also interviewed FEMA 
and Army Corps officials, and officials 
from 16 governments, selected based 
on obligation amounts and geographic 
variation, among other factors. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making six recommendations, 
including that FEMA defines roles and 
responsibilities in encouraging advance 
contract use, that the Army Corps 
analyzes differences in information 
sharing in its recent disaster responses, 
and that FEMA develops a process to 
identify and address risks of fraud, 
waste, and abuse. DHS and the Army 
concurred with our recommendations.  
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