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Virginia flood. The report discusses (1) the extent of state and local disaster planning and
preparedness, (2) the effectiveness of existing warning systems and planned improvements,
(3) the federal government’s responsiveness to the victims’ needs, and (4) the types and
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Executive Summary

L]
Purpose

In November 1985, record flooding in West Virginia Killed 47 people;
damaged or destroyed about 9,000 homes; extensively damaged forest,
farm, and park lands; and destroyed businesses and public facilities. The
federal government declared 29 counties a major disaster area.

In response to a request by the four U.S. Representatives of West Vir-
ginia, this report provides information on issues related to the flood,
including (1) the extent of local disaster planning and preparedness, (2)
the effectiveness of existing warning systems and plans to improve
them, and (3) the federal government’s responsiveness to victims’ needs.

Background

Federal law establishes federal responsibilities for reconstructing disas-
ter areas. Primary responsibility for disaster activities lies with the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). FEMA works with state and
local organizations responsible for emergency management and issues
criteria for emergency plans that they must develop. West Virginia also
requires each political subdivision to establish a local emergency ser-
vices organization and to appoint an emergency services director.

Foliowing the 1985 flood, the federal government provided public and
individual assistance to West Virginia’s flood victims. Public assistance,
given to state and local governments, included debris removal and repair
or replacement of such items as streets and bridges. Individual assis-
tance primarily consisted of loans, grants, and temporary housing.

The estimated federal costs at the time of GAO’s review were $171 mil-
lion for public assistance, $90 million for assistance to individuals and
businesses, and $24 million for flood damage claim payments from
FEMA’s Federal Insurance Administration.

Results in Brief

Many West Virginia counties’ disaster plans did not meet FEMA’s emer-
gency preparedness criteria. A major reason was a shortage of staff and
funds in many counties for emergency planning.

Warning systems did not always advise residents of impending emergen-
cies in time to allow them to take adequate safety precautions. Subse-
quent to the 1985 flood, the National Weather Service has funded a
system to improve flood predictions for the designated disaster counties,
but counties may lack the funds to maintain the system.
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Federal agencies took an average of about 6 weeks to corplete the
application process for the initial public assistance applications; much of
this time was spent in processing approvals after inspections and
reviews were completed. Amounts FEMA approved on some applications
were understated and thus required further time-consuming supplemen-
tal assistance requests. The state took an average of about 4 weeks to
make payments after the applicants for federal public assistance
requested payment.

Hundreds of applicants for individual assistance also initially received
less than they were entitled to receive and had to obtain approval of
supplemental assistance. FEMA also spent funds on mobile home facilities
that were never used.

Principal Findings

Disaster Planning

Since 1982, no more than 23 of West Virginia’s 56 counties have partici-
pated in FEMA's program to improve local emergency operations. Many
do not participate because counties must match the funds that FEMA pro-
vides for disaster planning. Further, state officials told GAo that some
counties that are currently participating may withdraw because of the
program’s paperwork demands on part-time and volunteer local staff.

Although FEMA guidance states that local emergency plans should be
updated at least once every 3 years, about one-half of the state’s 56
Jjurisdictions (55 counties and 1 city) had emergency plans that were
dated before 1975. The state compared the 29 disaster counties’ plans
with FEMA's latest emergency preparedness criteria and rated 20 as poor
or very poor.

i ] - N
Warning Systems

The primary county warning systems consist of fire and civil defense
sirens; fire, police, and ambulance loudspeakers; and radio and televi-
sion weather warnings. Some flood victims told Gao that they received
no warning, while others said that they heard a siren warning but did
not recognize it as a flood warning.

Page 3 GAO/RCED-88-5 West Virginia Flood



Executive Summary

A National Weather Service computer-assisted rain gauge and warning
system developed to improve county flood prediction may not be effec-
tive, according to a state official, because some counties may not be able
to maintain it.

Public Assistance Federal agencies took an average of 6 weeks to complete the application
process for the initial public assistance applications. After damage
inspections and application reviews were completed, FEMA took an aver-
age of 17 days to approve each initial application and 19 days to
approve the early supplemental applications. These approval time
frames were too long, according to FEMA. Approved amounts for some
public applicants were significantly underestimated, thus requiring sup-
plemental applications that slowed recovery efforts. The state, which
administered the payments, averaged 26 days to make payments to
recipients, 11 days of which were attributable to the state’s requirement
to route each request and payment through the Governor’s Office in an
effort to expedite processing.

Individual Assistance As aresult of complaints about insufficient FEMA payments for residen-

‘ tial damages that FEMA’s contractors had inspected, FEMA asked 2,166
individuals about the adequacy of payments. It then issued about
$700,000 in supplemental payments to 869 victims without reinspecting
the damages. FEMA has since acknowledged that the payments should
not have been made without a physical property reinspection.

At FEMA’s direction, the state built 647 group-site mobile home pads
(foundations) at a cost to FEMA of about $6 million, but only about one-
half of the pads were used. In November 1985, FEMA had no criteria for
estimating the number of pads to be built in such an emergency; it also
could not document how it determined this number. FEMA has since
issued revised guidelines to help minimize the number of pads to be built
and to require full documentation of all group-site construction
activities.

GAO recommends that the Director of FEMA

'Recommendations

( + determine, in conjunction with the states, whether regional emergency

operations planning is feasible and more cost-effective than the current
method of having each county develop its own plan and
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Agency Comments

pursue development of standards for how long the public assistance
application process should take.

GAO also recommends that the Secretary of Commerce direct the Assis-
tant Administrator for Weather Services to develop alternative actions,
such as cost sharing, to maintain the integrated flood observing and
warning system if counties are unable to fund the needed maintenance.

GAO provided copies of its draft report to FEMA, the Small Business
Administration, the Department of the Army’s Corps of Engineers, the
Department of Commerce’s National Weather Service, and the Office of
the Governor of the State of West Virginia for review and comment.
FEMA generally agreed with GAO’s analysis of disaster planning and dis-
aster warning systems while emphasizing the fact that state and local
governments have the primary responsibility for developing their capa-
bilities for peacetime emergencies. Regarding the discussion of public
assistance, FEMA suggested that the report acknowledge that FEMA’s need
to respond to 15 disasters during September through November 1985
contributed to the problems in administering West Virginia’s program.
GAO has added language to the report acknowledging FEMA’s workload
during this period. Concerning the discussion of individual assistance,
FEMA said that its mobile home operations do not usually experience
problems of the magnitude GA0 found in West Virginia. GAO acknowl-
edges the difficultics FEMA faced in this particular flood, and believes
that FEMA’s revised guidelines should help to avoid similar problems in
the future. FEMA’s comments are provided, along with GAO’s responses,
in appendix 1.

The Corps of Engineers and the National Weather Service, whose com-
ments are in appendixes Il and 111, and the Small Business Administra-
tion, which provided oral comments, generally agreed with GAO’s draft
report.

The West Virginia Governor’s Office took issue with several aspects of
GAO’s report. Among the major points raised was that the report did not
adequately acknowledge the unprecedented magnitude of the disaster—
total expenditures were reportedly more that 10 times that of previous
West Virginia disasters. This called for extraordinary efforts to process
public assistance payments and still maintain proper oversight of
expenditures. GAO acknowledges the extraordinary nature of the
November 1985 flood and has added language to highlight that fact.
Other points raised by the Governor’s Office, including questions on
selection of payment cases GAO reviewed and statements GAO attributed
to state officials and GAO’s responses, are in appendix IV.
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Chapwr 1

In the first days of November 1985, moderate rainfall saturated West
Virginia. On November 4, a strong low-pressure system dropped
between 4 and 14 inches of rain in 24 hours over eastern West Virginia.
Combined with the saturated ground, this rainfall caused flash flooding,
primarily in central and eastern West Virginia. Runoff accumulated
quickly in valleys and floodplains, establishing records for river depths
and flows. The flooding caused loss of life and widespread damage: 47
people died; about 9,000 homes were damaged or destroyed; and forest,
farm, and park lands, as well as mills, factories, other businesses, and
public facilities experienced extensive damage or were destroyed. The
federal government responded to the disaster with many types of assis-
tance, totalling about $285 million.

At the request of the West Virginia congressional delegation in the U.S.
House of Representatives, we reviewed the status of disaster planning in
West Virginia and the extent of federal assistance provided to flood
victims.

‘m

Background

How the Federal Disaster
Declaration Process Works

Federal law establishes federal responsibilities for reconstructing and
rchabilitating disaster areas. While the law provides for various types of
disaster assistance from several federal agencies, primary responsibility
for disaster activities lies with the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA).

The Disaster Relief Act of 1974 and Executive Order 12148, which
implements that act, establish the procedures for declaring a federal dis-
aster. The President is responsible for declaring a major disaster. FEMA
plays a key role in advising the President prior to the declaration and in
coordinating subsequent federal assistance in a disaster area. FEMA's
Associate Director of State and Local Programs and Support and FEMA’s
10 regional directors handle the coordinating activities.

FEMA's disaster response and recovery program guidance states that
when a disaster threatens or occurs, local authorities are responsible for
taking immediate steps to warn and evacuate citizens, alleviate suffer-
ing, and protect life and property. If additional help is needed, the gov-
ernor should use the state police, National Guard, and other state
resources.
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When the need exceeds state and local capabilities, the governor can ask
the President, through the FEMA regional director, to declare a major dis-
aster. FEMA then investigates the situation, prepares a report, and sends
the governor’s request, along with its recommendation regarding a dec-
laration, to the President. If the President declares a disaster, FEMA
designates the areas eligible for assistance and enters into an agreement
with the state outlining the conditions that must be met before FEMA can
provide assistance.

Federal regulations indicate that the intent of federal disaster assistance
is to supplement victims’ efforts to meet essential and necessary needs
only, not to replace nonessential, luxury, or decorative items. Victims
are expected to make minor repairs on their own. FEMA and other federal
disaster assistance programs are not intended to restore victims’ assets
to predisaster conditions or to replace all losses.

Federal Disaster
Assistance Following the
1985 Flood

FEMA'’s Response

Federal assistance provided to West Virginia’s flood victims included
public and individual assistance. Public assistance, given by several fed-
eral agencies to state and local governments and some private, nonprofit
activities, included debris removal; repair or replacement of roads,
streets, sewer and water lines, and public buildings; and other similar
services. Assistance to individuals consisted of loans, temporary hous-
ing, grants, unemployment payments, and crisis counseling. As a result
of the West Virginia flooding, FEMA’s Federal Insurance Administration
also made flood insurance payments to victims for covered losses.

FEMA responded promptly to the request for a disaster declaration in
West Virginia and began disaster recovery operations quickly. Table 1.1
depicts the stages in the declaration process, from the Governor’s decla-
ration request to the signing of the FEMA/state agreement.

Table 1.1: West Virginia Flood Disaster
Declaration Process

Date Event

Nov.6,1985 ~ Governor's declaration request to FEMA
Nov.7,1985 ~ FEMA's recommendation to the President
Nov. 7, 1985 " President's declaration I
Nov. 14,1985 ~ FEMA/state agreement signed

The rEMa/state agreement, as amended, designated 29 of West Virginia’s
55 counties as eligible for individual assistance and public assistance.

Page 11 GAO/RCED-88-5 West Virginia Flood



Chapter 1
Introduction

Figure 1.1 illustrates the resulting designated disaster area and key loca-
tions where we conducted our work.

On November 7, 1985, FEMA named a federal coordinating officer. This
officer is typically responsible for (1) making an initial appraisal of the
priority of assistance, (2) establishing a disaster field office and disaster
application centers, (3) coordinating the relief activities of federal agen-
cies, state and local governments, and volunteer agencies, and (4) ensur-
ing appropriate action from all federal agencies.

FEMA opened its first 10 disaster application centers on November 13.
An application center provides victims with a single location for making
contact with federal, state, local, and private agency representatives
offering relief to households and businesses. FEMA opened a disaster
field office, the primary operational and coordinating base, in Clarks-
burg, West Virginia, on November 14. By December 6, FEMA had oper-
ated application centers in 23 locations in 20 counties.

At an application center, receptionists greet the victims and schedule
appointments for return visits as needed. Registrars then interview vic-
tims and prepare registration forms. On the basis of information pro-
vided by the victims, the registrar indicates which information stations
they should visit. The stations are staffed by representatives of federal,
state, and local government programs and volunteer and charitable
organizations that explain the assistance available, the eligibility
requirements, and the application process. After the victims visit these
stations, they meet with an exit interviewer who reviews their
paperwork and discusses the steps needed to complete applications for
assistance. The interviewer will help answer victims’ questions and
advise them of toll-free telephone lines they can use to get information
after leaving the center.

In West Virginia, FEMA had three types of employees at the disaster field
office and application centers:

FEMA sent 33 full-time employees from its headquarters and 9 of its 10
regional offices.! They were assigned to key positions, such as federal
coordinating officer, deputy federal coordinating officer, disaster recov-
ery manager, and public assistance officer.

'Normally, FEMA'’s Region III office in Philadelphia responds to disasters in West Virginia, but its
staff was responding to floods in Pennsylvania and Virginia.
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Figure 1.1: West Virginia Disaster Area

Declared Disaster Area

Detailed Sample Counties
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Other Agencies’ Responses

Disaster Program Costs

FEMA assigned 213 disaster assistance employees as clerks, typists, regis-
trars, and managers in the field office and application centers. FEMA
selected these temporary employees, called “reservists,” from regional
rosters of experienced personnel to supplement its staff during the ini-
tial heavy workload of the disaster.

FEMA also hired 77 part-time disaster assistance employees locally to
work as clerks, typists, and registrars.

In addition to FEMA, several other federal agencies were responsible for
providing assistance to West Virginia in response to the November 1985
flood. Most prominently, the Small Business Administration (sBa) was
responsible for providing low-interest loans for homes and businesses of
disaster victims. The Federal Highway Administration provided funds
for repair or reconstruction of damaged elements (such as roads and
bridges) of the federally aided highway system. The Soil Conservation
Service, together with the Corps of Engineers, assisted with debris
removal and stream restoration. The Department of Education provided
grants to finance replacement or restoration of urgently needed school
facilities that had been flooded. Tables 1.2 and 1.3 show the other fed-
eral agencies that also provided various types of public and individual
assistance,

The estimated costs of federal assistance shown in tables 1.2 and 1.3
reflect data available at the time of our review and not final costs. Costs
will continue to be incurred and accumulated for at least 3 more years,
according to a FEMA headquarters official.

As tables 1.2 and 1.3 illustrate, the estimated costs for federal assistance

provided in West Virginia were approximately $171 million and $114
million for public assistance and individual assistance, respectively.
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Table 1.2: Estimated Cost of Public
Disaster Assistance Provided in West

Dollars |n mllhons

Virginia by Federal Agencies Agency - Assistance . Amouni
FEMA o ) - 7 ~ Streets, sewers, tre tment p@ntj eto , $72 9
Federal H|ghway Admlnlstratuon o " Roads and b bndges 535
Soil Conservatlon Servnoe Debris removal and stream restoratlon o 324
Department of E:duca}_non ,Am___g,_,NAEChOOl buildings and supplies 93
us. Army Corps of Englnee[e__dm_ _ Debris removal and stream restoranon - 28
Office of Human Development Services  Grant to West V|rg|n|a Commission on
Ag|ng 1
Economic Development Administration  Grant to prepare federal paperwork to
S op}am dlsaete[ 'E",ef S A
Total $171.1
Table 1.3: Estimated Cost of Individual
Disasdter Assistance Provided in West Dollars |n m||||on3
V"g"ﬂa by Federal AgenCies Agency T T Ava‘ss'stance T ) ’ - o T Amount
Small BUSIness ‘Admlms_t—rgtlonjt: i‘juﬁoi@aib‘u‘sn@\ss dlsaster Ioans ‘ $55 3
| FEMA's individual assistance programs Temporary housing, grants,
i unemployment payments, and
| i 7 counseling 269
| Agricultural Stabilization and ~ Farm repair and livestock feed
i Conservation Serwce S 3
i Department of Labor Assist dislocated workers to find
... cmployment 20
‘ Family Support Administration ~ Aid to families with dependent
| - children 15
Food and Nutrmon Service o Food st_a}mps and surplus food o 5
Farmers Home Administration o PE??I?L'O_?”S, o 5
Office of Communlty Services Low cost home constructlon food
, pantry, andgardens 5
Total 90.4
FEMA's Federal Insurance Flood insurance payments to
Admlnlstratlon S Mmulnd|V|dt{;i|‘siandipl{sgniesses 240
Total $114.4

In addition, the federal agencies estimated their cost of administering
these flood assistance programs at about $7.7 million. This includes $2.5
million for FEMA and $5.2 million for other federal agencies.

Federal agencies estimated they lost $5.2 million in equipment and facil-
ities that, while not a disaster program cost, was a result of the flood.
The U.S. Forest Service estimated $3.9 million in damages to its build-
ings, bridges, and roads. The National Park Service also incurred losses
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Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

of about $700,000. Other federal agencies such as the Internal Revenue
Service and the U.S. Postal Service also incurred administrative costs or
losses.

We did this review in response to a request from West Virginia Repre-
sentatives Alan B. Mollohan, Nick J. Rahall II, Harley O. Staggers, Jr.,
and Robert E. Wise, Jr., who requested information on numerous disas-
ter-related issues. We did some preliminary work and briefed Represen-
tative Staggers, who acted as spokesman for the requesters, and his
staff.

After discussing these issues with the requesters’ designated spokes-
man, we agreed to focus our review on four key areas: (1) the extent of
state and local disaster planning and preparedness, (2) the effectiveness
of existing warning systems and planned improvements, (3) the federal
government'’s responsiveness to the victims’ needs, and (4) the types and
dollar amounts of assistance provided to the flood victims. We also
agreed to limit our detailed work to two of the hardest hit counties—
Preston and Tucker-—and to focus on collecting information on a broad
basis, identifying problem areas and suggesting what might be done to
improve federal assistance in future disasters.

To accomplish these objectives, we did our review at FEMA headquarters,
Washington, D.C.; FEMA Region III office, Philadelphia; FEMA Disaster
Field Office, Clarksburg, West Virginia; various West Virginia state
offices in Charleston; the Soil Conservation Service, Morgantown; the
National Weather Service (NWS), Charleston; and the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, Huntington. We also did work at sBa headquarters in Wash-
ington, D.C., and Area 2 Disaster Assistance Office in Atlanta.

In determining the extent of disaster planning and preparedness, we
relied heavily on FEMA and state evaluations of state and county emer-
gency preparedness plans performed after the flood. Although we did
not assess the adequacy of these evaluations, we discussed them with
FEMA and state officials. We determined the age of the plans and the
types and amounts of funds FEMA provided to update and improve them.

To determine the effectiveness of the disaster warning systems at the
time of the flood and planned improvements in the systems, we inter-
viewed officials from (1) the Corps, which maintains water depth equip-
ment, (2) Nws, which issues weather bulleting, watches, and warnings,
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(3) the West Virginia Office of Emergency Services (WVOES), which dis-
seminates weather information to county warning points, and (4) FEMA,
which is involved in improving the existing systems. We also inter-
viewed a limited number of victims in Preston and Tucker Counties to
obtain their reactions to the warnings provided when the disaster
occurred, and we incorporated information from another review in
which we interviewed about 100 residents of the town of Albright to
obtain their observations on the effectiveness of the warnings.

To determine the federal government’s responsiveness to the victims’
needs, we interviewed ¥EMA, Corps, and Soil Conservation Service per-
sonnel and assistance recipients and reviewed small samples of various
types of assistance provided by FEMA. These samples, taken primarily
from applicants in Preston and Tucker counties, are not statistically
valid, but do indicate the problems victims faced in obtaining federal
assistance. We also interviewed Soil Conservation Service and Corps
officials and reviewed relevant contract data from these agencies.

We made two exceptions to this approach. First, because of various con-
cerns expressed in the media and by Representative Staggers and his
staff about the sBa disaster loan program, we analyzed a statistically
valid sample of sBa disaster loan applications (220 of 2,810) and other
SBA data to determine how quickly victims received SBA loans. Second,
for flood insurance payments, we obtained information on all flood
claims processed by the Federal Insurance Administration’s Bridgeport,
West Virginia, field office to determine how quickly the claims were
paid.

To determine the types and dollar amounts of assistance provided to the
flood victims, we reviewed various reports produced by FEMA and other
federal agencies and interviewed their officials. We did not verify the
cost data nor perform reliability assessments of the systems which pro-
duced the data.

We performed this review from January through November 1986 in

accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards,
except as noted above.
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Disaster Planning and Disaster Warning
Systems Need Improvement

Several problems contributed to the inadequacy of emergency planning
in West Virginia. Less than one-half of West Virginia’s counties partici-
pated in the FEMA Emergency Management Assistance (EMA) program
operated under the civil defense program. Although the EMA program
provides funds to improve local emergency operations, recent FEMA pro-
gram changes may cause some counties to withdraw from the program,
according to state officials. Furthermore, many local disaster plans had
not been updated and did not meet FEMA’S most recent criteria for plans.
Finally, certain local jurisdictions were not successfully encouraged to
participate in the EMA program and others were not successfully
encouraged to update their emergency operations plans.

During the 1985 flood, warning systems did not always provide local
residents time to take appropriate action. FEMA and Nws, however, plan
to improve the warning systems, thereby alleviating current shortcom-
ings if potential maintenance problems can be resolved.

T ——————————————————
West Virginia's
Participation in FEMA
Disaster Planning

Programs

Executive Order 12148 makes the rEMa Director responsible for working
with state and local governments to stimulate participation in emer-
gency preparedness, mitigation, response, and recovery programs. To
meet this responsibility, FEMA established objectives to

foster a nationwide, systematic approach to state and local emergency
management planning;

develop plans supporting prompt, coordinated responses to large-scale
disasters; and

improve the usefulness of emergency plans.

To achieve these objectives, FEMA works with the state and local organi-
zations responsible for emergency management and issues criteria for
emergency plans (such as requirements for coordination among govern-
mental units, logistical support, evacuation procedures, and dissemina-
tion of emergency public information) that organizations must develop
in order to receive certain FEMA funds. FEMA and the state also enter into
an annual Comprehensive Cooperative Agreement; this provides the
state with a single mechanism to use when applying for FEMA financial
assistance and identifies how the state should organize and report on
emergency management objectives and accomplishments.

Although West Virginia participated in 12 FEMA programs in recent

years, it received most of its FEMA funding from the EMA program. This
program provides funds to state and local governments to increase their
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Disaster Planning and Disaster Warning
Systems Need Improvement

Local Participation in
FEMA’s EMA Program
Is Limited

emergency management operational capability. During fiscal years 1984
through 1986, FEMA authorized about $1.46 million for the EMA program
in West Virginia and $1.32 million for the other 11 programs in which
the state participated. For fiscal year 1987, the state requested about
$567,000 for the EMA program and $322,000 for other FEMA programs.
EMA funds may be used for up to one-half of eligible expenses, such as
emergency management personnel, travel, office supplies, rent, utilities,
and insurance.

According to West Virginia state law, each political subdivision must
establish a local organization for emergency services and appoint an
emergency services director. Even if this occurs, however, West Vir-
ginia’s subdivisions are not eligible for FEMA’s EMA funds unless they
have a current state-approved emergency operations plan, according to
FEMA guidance, and provide the funds to match fully the FEMA funding.

Relatively few of the counties participate in the EMA program. Of the 55
counties in West Virginia, between 16 and 23 participated each year in
the EMA program during fiscal years 1982 to 1986. One city also partici-
pated each of these years. For fiscal year 1987, wvoEs requested funds
for 21 counties and 1 city.

Paperwork Limit
Participation

This low level of EMA program participation occurs primarily because
local jurisdictions do not have the required matching funds, according to
wvoOEs officials. They also said that local officials believe that FEMA
requires too much paperwork, making federal funds not worth the time
and trouble.

An example of this situation occurred when, in fiscal year 1984, FEMA
developed the Hazard Identification Capability Assessment and Multi-
year Development Plan system to establish a nationwide database for
determining the status of state and local emergency preparedness and
the impact of FEMA funds on state and local emergency management
operations. To collect these data, FEMA began in 1985 to require all local

jurisdictions that were receiving EMA funding to identify their potential

hazards, assess their ability to respond to emergencies, and develop a
plan and cost estimates for addressing any identified deficiencies. Dur-
ing 1985 and 1986, the states were required to review the local
responses and ensure that the data were correct.
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This data analysis and collection system is very time-consuming for the
local jurisdictions and may force them out of the EMA program, accord-

ing to wvoEs. In its fiscal year 1986 Comprehensive Cooperative Agree-
ment submission, WVOES stated:

“There is still non-consensus among the local directors that the increasing
paperwork required for EMA funding is worth the time and effort required to com-
plete the documents . . . . The ([Multiyear Development Plan’s] management goals . . .
are simply not shared by the locals who feel such ’guessing games’ are not worth the
time or trouble, especially when FEMA appears unable to provide funding . . ..”

This issue is especially important in jurisdictions that have volunteer or
part-time directors, many of whom have other full-time jobs. As table
2.1 shows, only 15 of West Virginia’s 56 local jurisdictions have full-time
emergency service directors. Furthermore, West Virginia law is silent
with regard to the payment, qualifications, and training of these
directors.

Tabléﬂ2.1: Type ;f Emergency Services

Directors in 56 Local Jurisdictions (As of
Jan 1986)

Number in declared

Type of director Number statewide disaster counties
Volunteer ' < T ¥
Ful-ime - e I
Parttime 8 7

Source: WVOES.

Note Impediments to
Encouraging Full
Participation

WVOES officials noted that they can do very little to encourage local juris-
dictions to hire or appoint emergency services directors or to develop
effective emergency operations plans. The state does not provide funds
to local jurisdictions for emergency planning, and state law does not
include penalties if the local jurisdictions do not prepare emergency
plans or appoint a director, as was the case in two counties as of Janu-
ary 1986. Thus, wvoES officials do not believe that they have leverage to
ensure effective local emergency planning.

Likewise, FEMA officials said that they cannot require nonparticipants to
prepare or update emergency plans. Nationwide, about one-half of the
5,600 local jurisdictions representing about 18 percent of the population
are not participating, according to a FEMA headquarters official. More
importantly, FEMA is not encouraging more participation at this time
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Local Emergency
Plans Have Not Been
Updated and Are
Inaﬁequate

because it does not have the EMA funds to support emergency planning
efforts in more jurisdictions. Nevertheless, FEMA officials said that, in
fiscal year 1985, FEMA started to provide the state with other funds to
assist all counties in updating their plans over a 5-year period.

FEMA believes that emergency management offices should be able to per-
form the required basic planning and management functions if they are
to receive federal funding. At the same time, to help lessen the workload
of participating jurisdictions, FEMA said that it is continuing to review
paperwork requirements needed for the multi-year development process
to ensure that duplication with other FEMA planning processes is
reduced.

While the development of a written plan does not guarantee that actual
operations will be effective, FEMA believes that the planning process is
extremely valuable because it requires responsible local officials to
determine operating procedures and coordination methods. In addition,
planning should involve local government representatives and private
sector organizations to help implement plans more effectively during an
emergency.

We found, however, that many of West Virginia’s local-level emergency
plans were prepared many years ago and have not been updated to
reflect the current conditions within the counties or the more recent
FEMA guidance for emergency preparedness. FEMA guidance states that
all local plans should be updated, as necessary, at least once every 3
years. As table 2.2 shows, half of the local plans were dated prior to
1975 and, according to a wvoEs official, have not been updated.

Operations Plans (As of Jan 30, 1987)

EMA participants®

Disaster Disaster
Date of plan Statewide counties  Statewide counties
No plan 22 0o
195774 s 12 4 2
198084 11 5 8 4
1985 8 282
1986 - 4 3 3 3
Total s 20 25 12

4Counties that participated in the EMA program during 1 or more fiscal years 1984 through 1986.
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Besides not being updated, many of the plans are considered poor in
terms of meeting FEMA’s criteria. Following the flood, a WvoEs official
evaluated the emergency operations plans for the 29 disaster counties to
determine whether they complied with FEMA’s latest (October 1985)
emergency preparedness criteria. As table 2.3 illustrates, 20 of the 29
plans were rated ‘‘poor” or “very poor,” and 2 counties had no plans,

:l:ébla 2.3: State Assessment of Disaster
Counties’ Emergency Operations Plans

Oyeljal‘ll sgqt‘u_s“ V!qugerrof cquntie§

No plan e 2
Verypoor 7
Poor 13
Fair 4
Good
E;(CG"G‘I’ﬂ " e e 1~
Yotal 29

Source: WVOES.

We correlated the 29 disaster counties’ types of directors with the date
of the emergency operations plans and the state’s assessment of the
overall status of those plans. This analysis revealed that counties with
full-time directors generally had newer plans with better ratings than
counties with part-time and volunteer directors. The four disaster coun-
ties with full-time directors had plans that were dated 1984 or later and
had received the best ratings. The one disaster county with no director
had no plan. The seven disaster counties with part-time directors had
plans that were dated between 1973 and 1986 and had received fair or
poor ratings. Of the 17 counties with volunteer directors, 1 had a plan
dated in 1982, 15 had plans dated before 1980, and 1 had no plan. None
of those counties’ plans received a rating above poor.

The State Recently
Updated Its Emergency
Operations Plan

The West Virginia state emergency operations plan in effect at the time
of the flood was dated July 25, 1979. Three minor revisions were made
to it prior to the flood, and WvOES completely updated it in 1985, but,
overall, the changes were minor. The governor approved the 1985
update in April 1986. A wvoEs official compared the updated 1985 state
plan with FEMA’s more recent guidance and found it to be substantially
in compliance. The state submitted the updated plan to FEMA in Septem-
ber 1986, and FEMA approved it during the same month. wvoEs distrib-
uted about 250 copies of the new plan statewide by early March 1987.
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The NwS is the primary source of forecasts and warnings of weather and
flood conditions for West Virginia. In addition to operating a system for
observing, analyzing, and forecasting weather conditions, it operates
weather radio stations that continually broadcast weather and river
conditions (referred to as ‘“weather service radio”). These stations can
broadcast a signal that alerts anyone who has the proper receiver. Nws
can also activate the emergency broadcasting system by teletype or tele-
phone on a statewide, regional, or county level to warn the public of
impending weather-related emergencies.

NWs issued numerous weather bulletins for the November 1985 disaster,
beginning with a flood watch for 8 eastern West Virginia counties on
November 4, 1985, at 4:30 a.m. For one county, the first flood warning
came at 9:30 a.m. that same day. One hour later, Nws activated the emer-
gency broadcasting system and issued flood warnings for three addi-
tional counties. Nws issued frequent bulletins during the remainder of
November 4 and 5.

In addition to Nws’ weather radio stations and emergency broadcasting
system, NWS maintains weather communications links with a number of
agencies in West Virginia. These include

the Department of Public Safety (state police),

WVOES,

seventeen county warning points throughout the state,

a network of county sheriffs’ offices, and

various radio and television stations that subscribe to its services.

The Department of Public Safety staffs the data links with Nws on a 24-
hour basis and has primary responsibility for disseminating weather
information to all affected parties at the local level. WvOES serves as a
back-up source of information, notifying many of the same organiza-
tions contacted by the Department of Public Safety to verify that they
are aware of the impending emergency. The other organizations play
specific roles in the warning process.

The primary warning systems within the counties are fire and civil
defense sirens; loudspeakers on fire, police, and ambulance vehicles; and
the emergency broadcasting system. Nws also issues weather watches
and warnings to local radio and television stations.

To evaluate the effectiveness of these local warning systems, we inter-
viewed 111 residents of Tucker and Preston Counties, most from the

Page 23 GAO/RCED-88-5 West Virginia Flood



Chapter 2
Disaster Planning and Disaster Warning
Systems Need Improvement

Preston County town of Albright, about the warnings they may have
received. The comments varied. For instance, some people said that they
received no warnings, while others said that they heard a siren but did
not know what it meant. Some victims said that they thought the warn-
ing was for a fire. Others said they knew the warning meant rising
water, but did not take actions to save their personal property because
the river had never flooded their property before or because the time
between the warning and the time they had to leave their homes was so
short. Some left their homes taking little or nothing with them.

Warning System
Improvements Planned for
West Virginia

Both Nws and FEMA are aware of the need for a more accurate and timely
warning system and are already working on ways to correct the prob-
lem. NWS and FEMA are implementing two systems in West Virginia to
improve the flood-forecasting capability——the integrated flood observ-
ing and warning system (IFLOWS) and the volunteer observer network.
When in place, these systems should help NWS to more accurately predict
where and when floods will occur and at what height the flood waters
will crest. IFLOWS, which was not operational in the designated disaster
area at the time of the November 19856 flood, will also provide partici-
pating counties with timely flood-related information that they can use
as a basis for warning the local population.

|
IFLOWS

IFLOWS is designed to provide early detection of flood-producing rainfall.
It consists of a series of strategically located rain gauges tied into a com-
puter system that provides continuously-updated precipitation data.
The gauges automatically report rainfall to a computer in wvogs, which
uses the rainfall data to predict river crests, and to computers in coun-
ties where IFLOWS is operational.

As of February 1987, nine counties had fully operational 1r1.0oWS capabil-
ity and six more were to be operational by May 1987. Nws and 20 more
counties have signed memorandums of understanding to install the sys-
tem. The state hoped to have all counties in the program by the end of
fiscal year 1987, according to wvoEs’ Director of Operations.

According to wvokrs’ Director of Operations, whose office is responsible
for implementing IFLOWS statewide, some counties may not be willing or
able to pay for the required maintenance and that, as a result, the sys-
tem’s effectiveness may suffer. Nws is providing funds to purchase the
gauges and computers, but maintenance costs are the counties’ responsi-
bility in West Virginia. Nws, which estimates that maintenance will cost
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Volunteer Observer Network

about $2,000 per year for each county, is a primary user of IFLOWS data
to predict flood locations, times, and crests. Because many rivers in West
Virginia flow through multiple counties, NWs’ ability to predict flooding
may be impaired unless all counties within watersheds participate and
maintain their portion of the total system. The wvoEs official said that,
because NWS is a primary IFLOWS user, it should consider sharing the

maintenance costs.

A FEMA regional official also raised a concern about the counties’ ability
to use the computer equipment effectively and about whether counties
all had spaces where the system could be operated 24 hours a day. For
instance, the official noted, in one county the emergency management
director was a volunteer who also had a full-time job. This individual
had no telephone, office, or radio communications. Under these circum-
stances, it seemed impossible to implement an automated computerized
flood prediction system, according to the FEMA official.

To help resolve this problem, a wvogs official said that the state is buy-
ing all counties 24-hour weather radios with Nws funds. As of December
5, 1986, these radios had been installed in 15 counties, and the other 40
counties were planned to have them by April 30, 1987. They will be
installed at county 24-hour warning points, such as a sheriff’s office.
The radios are activated automatically when Nws issues a weather alert.
This will allow the staff in the 24-hour warning point to activate the
IFLOWS equipment and determine the extent of the potential flooding.

The volunteer observer network is jointly managed by rFEMA and NWS.
For West Virginia, Nws funds and FEMA distributes rain gauges to volun-
teers in flood-prone counties. In a potential emergency, the volunteers
read the gauges and call Nws on a toll-free number to report the amount
of rain received. NWs uses the rain data to predict flooding.

An Nws official said that a gauge costs about $16 and that each county
needed 15 to 20 gauges, making it a relatively inexpensive program. But
volunteers are hard to find, according to an Nws official. They tire of
reading the gauges, feel they are not needed, and quit. Though most are
volunteers, the counties pay some gauge readers $10 to $40 a month. As
of February 1987, 10 counties had fully operational networks. An addi-
tional 12 counties had received gauges, but they were not yet
operational.
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FEMA’S programs to encourage and ensure appropriate disaster planning
at the local level have not been fully successful in West Virginia. Less
than one-half of the counties participate in FEMA’s program to plan for
and respond to emergencies, and most local plans have not been updated
and do not meet FEMA’s latest criteria for emergency preparedness plans.
Although West Virginia law requires local jurisdictions to have an emer-
gency operations plan and an emergency services director, it invokes no
penalties for failure to meet those requirements. In addition, neither the
state nor FEMA has any financial leverage over local jurisdictions. West
Virginia does not, for instance, provide local jurisdictions with funds for
emergency planning or operations, and FEMA has stopped encouraging
additional counties to expand their emergency planning because it has
no additional funds to support the program. The significance of these
problems is suggested by the fact that West Virginia has had 10 flood-
related disasters since 1972 and 45 of the state’s 55 counties have been
involved in at least 1 flood-related disaster since April 1977.

While we did not evaluate specific alternatives to resolve these prob-
lems, one potential solution could be to develop emergency operations
plans on a regional basis. Under the current program, each of West Vir-
ginia's 55 counties is to develop an individual emergency operations
plan. This requires each county to have its own emergency director and
plan. If it could be done, preparing emergency operations plans on a
regional basis could alleviate the need to have separate systems for each
jurisdiction and could be a more cost-effective alternative.

With regard to the local warning systems, we believe that the system
used during the 1985 flood was not effective, but the new programs
should improve the system. Some West Virginia residents either did not
receive timely disaster warnings or did not fully understand what the
warnings meant. Two programs are being implemented that should pro-
vide Nws and the local government officials with more accurate and
timely flood-related information. FEMA officials believe, however, that
the emergency preparedness staff in some counties may lack the techni-
cal capability and training to use the new computerized rain gauge
equipment that Nws is providing. In addition, some counties may have
difficulty in funding the annual maintenance cost for this equipment.
wvors officials believed that Nws should share in these maintenance
costs because it is also a major user of this equipment. Otherwise, the
lack of county maintenance could reduce the accuracy and timeliness of
the 1FLOWS data.
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We recommend that the Federal Emergency Management Agency, in
conjunction with the states, determine whether intrastate regional emer-
gency operations planning is feasible and potentially more cost effective
than the current method of having each county develop its own plan.

We also recommend that Nws develop alternatives for maintaining IFLOWS
equipment if some counties are unable to fund maintenance costs. Alter-
natives could include cost sharing by Nws, the state, and/or county.

Nws agreed that there may be some counties that may not be willing or
able to pay for the required IFLOWS maintenance and that, as a result,
system effectiveness may suffer. NWs said that it has an ongoing effort
to improve the “maintainability” of IFLOWS equipment that, together
with training programs for irLOWS computer operators, should help
relieve counties’ budgetary concerns. NWs also said that it will, in coop-
eration with the state, consider selectively funding IFLOWS maintenance
for counties that are strategically located for effective monitoring of
statewide flood potential and that are not willing or able to pay for the
system maintenance. (See app. I11.)

FEMA’s comments did not address the recommendation concerning intra-
state regional emergency operations planning. The Corps of Engineers
concurred with our recommendations. Other comments by these agen-
cies on the chapter’s findings and conclusions are included in appen-
dixes Il and I1I.
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FEMA and other federal agencies estimate that about $170 million will be
spent on public assistance as a result of the November 1985 flood in
West Virginia. In analyzing the process for approving and disbursing the
funds, we found that (1) it took an average of about 6 weeks for an
applicant’s project application to be approved, (2) some initial federal
project costs were understated and incomplete, which slowed recovery
efforts, (3) it took about 4 weeks for the state to reimburse the applicant
for the costs incurred in repairing flood-related damages, and (4) appli-
cants were concerned about final payment procedures.

Direct federal assistance was provided by the Soil Conservation Service
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which responded to the disaster
immediately under their individual emergency authorities. The Soil Con-
servation Service planned to spend a total of about $34.4 million by
April 30, 1987, on contracts for debris removal and stream restoration.
The Corps started general debris removal in West Virginia 2 weeks after
the disaster declaration. It did not begin general debris removal sooner
because it did not have the authority to respond until requested to do so
and funded by rFEMA. Recent legislation expands the Corps’ authority to
respond immediately in future disasters by taking actions needed to pro-
tect life and property, but it does not authorize the Corps to initiate gen-
eral debris removal.

FEMA obligated $10 million for the Corps’ debris removal activities.
Although nearly all of the Corps’ work was completed by July 1986, the
Corps did not notify FEMA until early January 1987 that it needed only
about $3 million for debris removal. As a result, FEMA could not use the
remainder of the funds for other disaster-related projects between July
1986 and January 1987.

L

FEMA'’s Public
Assistance Application
and Payment Process

FEMA provides public assistance grants to applicants such as state gov-
ernments, local governments, and certain nonprofit organizations for the
repair, restoration, or replacement of facilities and equipment. Gener-
ally, FEMA pays 75 percent of the eligible costs, and the applicant pays
the remaining 25 percent.

The public assistance process for West Virginia began on November 7,
1985, when the President issued the disaster declaration. FEMA and the
state then negotiated an agreement that contained the understandings,
commitments, and conditions for assistance. The basic agreement, dated
November 14, did not provide for public assistance but was amended on
November 18 to make 28 counties eligible for public assistance. This
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amendment also stipulated that West Virginia's share of the public assis-
tance costs was capped at $5 million and that FEMA would pay all costs
over that amount.' The agreement was amended again on November 23
to add another county to the public assistance program.

During the November 18-20 period, FEMA and the state conducted brief-
ings for state and local officials interested in applying for public assis-
tance. After FEMA officials explained the requirements and procedures,
applicants completed a notice of interest form, which was used for
scheduling damage survey inspections, and a project application form.

A joint federal, state, and local representative inspection team con-
ducted damage survey inspections. FEMA assigned the Corps and the
Federal Highway Administration the responsibility for the inspections.
The local representative was present to ensure that the team inspected
all damages. The inspectors recorded pertinent information on a damage
survey report (DSR), including a description of the damage, proposed
repairs or replacement, and the inspectors’ best estimate of the cost of
recommended work. By signing the DSR, representatives of the Corps
and the Federal Highway Administration indicated that the DSRs pro-
vided an accurate and reasonable basis for FEMA to determine the eligi-
ble work and estimated costs.

A rEMA official reviewed the DSks for completeness, accuracy, and gen-
eral eligibility. By signing the DsR, the FEMA representative indicated
that, in his view, the DskR was complete and was a reasonable basis for a
project application. At this point, the DSR was normally included with
other DSRS in a project application. After FEMA’s Disaster Recovery Man-
ager approved the project application, federal funds were made availa-
ble to the state through a letter of credit.

WVOES administered the public assistance program for FEMA, serving as
an interface between the public assistance applicants and FEMA. Its
responsibilities included forwarding requests for inspections and supple-
mental assistance from the applicants to FEMA; sending approved project
applications from FEMA to the applicants; receiving, reviewing, and
processing requests for payment from the applicants; and sending pay-
ments to the applicants.

The Governor of West Virginia requested a full waiver of the state’s 25-percent share of public
assistance costs because of the severity of the disaster and the lack of financial resources.
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Project Application
Process Took About 6
Weeks or Longer

To get some indication of how long it took to process and approve the
public assistance applications, we reviewed all the initial basic applica-
tions, supplemental applications, and related DSRs received by WVOES
from applicants in Preston and Tucker Counties as of April 30, 1986.
This included 13 initial basic applications, 23 supplemental applications,
and a total of 127 pDsrs—=89 for the initial applications and 38 for the
supplemental applications. Statewide, about 500 applications and sup-
plemental applications and about 2,700 DSRs were prepared. FEMA had
authorized the 13 applicants to receive $4.2 million in public assistance,
which represented 7.2 percent of the total $58.4 million authorized for
all applicants in the state at that time.

In analyzing the 127 DsRs, we isolated 11 individual processing steps.
Because the DSRs lacked many of the required dates, however, we could
not compute the time taken for each step for all bsrs. Therefore, we
divided the processing time into three broad categories—inspection,
review, and approval—and determined the time applicable to each cate-
gory for each DSR. Qur analysis shows that the process for approving
initial basic and early supplemental applications for public assistance
took less than 6 weeks—about 41 days and 39 days, respectively (see
table 3.1).

Later supplemental applications were not processed as quickly. During
our contacts with the 13 applicants in Preston and Tucker Counties in
September and October 1986, the applicants complained that FEMA took
too long to process supplemental DSRs and applications. We obtained
from the applicants copies of 17 additional supplemental applications
that were not in wvoES files when we selected our initial sample. As
table 3.1 illustrates, FEMA took much longer to approve these later sup-
plemental applications, an average of about 102 days, or over 14 weeks.

Table 3.1: Average Time Spent to Approve Public Assistance Applications

Type of application
Initial basic®
Early supplementa!"

Average time spent (in days)

Number of Numberof Inspection Review Approval
applications DSRs phase phase phase Total®
' 13 89 9.1 140 167 406
23 3 81 149 187 38.4
17 e 38 B 13.1 52.9 102.1

Later supplementélg

4Totals will not add because of missing dates for some steps.
bData sampled as of April 30, 1986.
CAdditional data sampled in September 1986.
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The FEMA Public Assistance Officer, who was responsible for approving
the public assistance applications, believed that the time frames, as cal-
culated from the May 1986 data for the approval phase, were too long.
This official attributed most of the approval time to delays in adminis-
trative procedures, such as entering data into computers and typing the
necessary documentation.

FEMA headquarters officials said that they did not have criteria for how
long the process should take, although they acknowledged, it took longer
in West Virginia than FEMA liked. In commenting on our draft report,
FEMA noted further that the West Virginia disaster was very complex
and occurred during a period, September through November 1985, when
its limited resources were strained by the declaration of 15 disasters
that required the preparation of over 15,000 DSRks and resulted in eligible
damage in excess of $275 million.

At the conclusion of our review, FEMA was implementing a disaster
response evaluation system that would provide a database to support
the development of standards for how long the process should take. At
that time, FEMA officials noted that the approval process may take even
longer in the future because the Congress will no longer allow FEMA to
use disaster assistance employees in the regional offices. They said that
many of the administrative duties were normally done by these employ-
ees, who were temporary. FEMA had used such employees to perform
permanent, ongoing functions (such as public assistance application
processing). However, the Congress recommended that FEMA use regular
civil service personnel to perform such duties beginning in fiscal year
1987 and provided the funding for the replacement of the temporary
employees by civil service employees.

In commenting on our draft report, FEMA stated that it now believes that
the loss of disaster assistance employees in the regional offices should
not delay the processing of supplemental project applications because
FEMA has been authorized to hire additional permanent full-time person-
nel to handle such applications.

Somqé Initial Project Costs
Were Underestimated

In some cases, the application process was prolonged because supple-
mental applications had to be processed. As discussed above, the 13
applicants in Preston and Tucker Counties filed 40 supplemental appli-
cations. Some of these supplements were necessary because the initial
DSk estimates were too low and the scope of work to be done was incom-
plete, according to the applicants. They also said that the bids they
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received consistently exceeded the approved DSR amounts and usually
were higher when they sought another bid to obtain a lower price. The
following are specific examples of estimating problems that contributed
to delays in recovery efforts.

On January 15, 1986, FEMA’s Disaster Recovery Manager approved
$5,500 to repair the city of Kingwood’s river intake for the city water
system. Kingwood requested a supplement to replace the system and to
regrade the river channel on February 5, 1986. The Disaster Recovery
Manager approved the supplement for $89,000—about 16 times the
original estimate—on July 18, 1986. FEMA said the initial inspection esti-
mate was low because the system was so badly damaged that all of the
problems were impossible to identify.

The town of Rowlesburg also found it necessary to file supplemental
applications. For example, the initial application, which was approved
on December 18, 1985, included $85,673 for sewer lines. Because the Dsk
estimates for this application were too low or the scope of work was
incomplete, Rowlesburg requested scope changes on January 29 and
April 25, 1986. FEMA’s Disaster Recovery Manager approved these sup-
plements on April 17 and July 29, 1986, for $205,500 and $127,650,
respectively. Little physical construction was done while the town was
waiting for these supplemental approvals. In commenting on the delays,
FEMA said that the full extent of the damage to the sewers could not be
identified until work started. Also, FEMA subsequently said that detailed
surveys for an entirely new design and the associated land acquisition
were taking place.

A similar situation existed for the town of Albright. Its initial applica-
tion, which was approved on December 19, 1985, included $86,988 for
streets and sidewalks and $76,070 for storm drains. The Disaster Recov-
ery Manager approved a supplement on July 24, 1986, for an additional
$12,740 for streets, sidewalks, and curbs and an additional $33,524 for
storm drain items omitted from the original DSR. The supplements added
curbs, changed the sidewalk width from 3 feet to 4 feet, and allowed for
replacing and cleaning the catch basins and replacing fill dirt. Work on
these projects was just beginning at the time of our September 1986
visit. FEMA said that the damages could not be fully identified until the
work had begun.
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Public Assistance Payment
Process Took About 4
Weeks

Once ¥EMA approved the initial applications and, in some cases, supple-
mental applications and the work began, the applicants submitted
requests for payments to wvoes’ Public Assistance Office. We found that
the payment process took about 4 weeks.

To derive this figure, we reviewed all payment requests that the appli-
cants in Preston and Tucker Counties had made as of April 30, 1986. At
that time, 9 of the 13 applicants had submitted a total of 40 payment
requests totalling about $1.2 million; of that amount, about $1.1 million
had been paid, which represented about 10 percent of the total paid to
all West Virginia public assistance applicants at that time. Our analysis
of these 40 payment requests showed that they were processed in an
average of 26 calendar days. The fastest payment was made in 14 days
and the slowest, in 55 days.

One processing point that lengthened the payment process involved the
Governor’s Office, according to wvoEs officials. All public assistance
payment requests and payments had to be routed through the Gover-
nor’s Office, a procedure which was unique to this disaster. This routing
was not required on earlier disasters but was required for the November
1985 disaster because the Governor believed that his office could accel-
erate the payment process by directing all state offices involved to expe-
dite flood-related paperwork, according to state officials. Our analysis
shows that it took an average of 11 calendar days to process the pay-
ments through the Governor’s Office. The shortest time was 2 days; the
longest was 31 days.

The 26-day average processing period was shorter than the time that
West Virginia takes to process normal payments but was not as fast as it
processed payments in past disasters, according to state officials. WVOES
officials said that routing the payments through the Governor’s Office
was the primary reason that payment took longer during this disaster.

In commenting on our draft report, the Office of the Governor of West
Virginia said that other factors should be considered in evaluating the
time required to make public assistance payments. The state’s comments
and our responses are in appendix IV.

Applicants Concerned
About Final Payment
Procedures

Another concern with the public assistance program involves FEMA’s
requirement that part of the applicant’s payment request be withheld
pending the final audit. FEMA requires that 10 percent of the payment
request be withheld when the costs are a result of contract work and
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that 25 percent be withheld when the costs are for the applicant’s own
work force. During our September and October contacts, many appli-
cants said that they did not have the funds to pay all of their bills prior
to reimbursement.? One applicant estimated that the amount to be with-
held pending final inspection would exceed $120,000. Another applicant
estimated the amount to be withheld at about $150,000 and said it was
already $95,000 short of its annual budget.

Other applicants were concerned about receiving the final payment
after a final inspection has been conducted. Two applicants had received
final inspections on at least one DSR, and one applicant had received
final inspections on seven DSRS. None of the three applicants, however,
had received any final payments. At the time of our contacts, some of
these applicants were concerned about receiving final payment and did
not know how to get it.

In this respect, FEMA regulations state that final payment will not occur
until the applicant completes all approved work for which a claim is
made, pays all related bills, and has a final FEMA inspection. FEMA
requires a final inspection on any grant exceeding $25,000 and may do
so at its option on grants for less than $25,000. These regulations also
give FEMA the option of conducting a field review (which resembles an
audit) of the applicant’s claim, prior to making final payment.

FEMA’s Public Assistance Officer said that the final inspection reports
will not be used as a basis for making final payments. According to this
official, FEMA plans to perform the optional field reviews of the appli-
cants’ claims before making the final payments. The state sent informa-
tion on how to receive final payment in November 1986 to the five
applicants who were ready to request payment and to all other appli-
cants in January 1987, according to WVOES. FEMA’s Philadelphia regional
office reported that about 73 percent of the approximately 2,800 final
inspections to be performed in West Virginia had been completed as of
July 29, 1987. FEMA officials said that FEMA personnel had performed
partial final inspections on some of the remaining 27 percent.

2 According to FEMA, the state has established a revolving fund to loan public assistance applicants
the balance of their claim. Interest is 1 percent.
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The Soil Conservation Service and the Corps of Engineers provided
direct federal assistance to West Virginia. Most was in the form of debris
removal and stream restoration. The Soil Conservation Service and the
Corps began work almost immediately after the disaster, but neither has
authority to provide general debris removal services until requested to
do so by FEMA. Recent legislation expands the Corps’ authority to
respond immediately in future disasters but does not authorize the
Corps to initiate general debris removal.

s()il Conservation Service
Immediately Started
Cleanup Activities

The Soil Conservation Service had spent about $26.4 million on flood
activities in West Virginia as of September 1986 and planned to spend
an additional $8 million by April 30, 1987. The primary activities
involved contracts for debris removal and stream restoration. The Ser-
vice awarded contracts to begin these recovery efforts immediately
after the disaster declaration in accordance with the Agricultural Credit
Act of 1978. This act authorizes the Service to undertake emergency
measures for runoff retardation and soil erosion prevention as needed to
safeguard life and property from floods, drought, and the products of
erosion on any watershed whenever fire, flood, or any other natural
occurrence causes a sudden impairment.

The Morgantown, West Virginia, Soil Conservation Service staff admin-
istered the flood recovery work under the Emergency Watershed Protec-
tion program. The Service determined that all conditions the November
1985 floods caused were exigencies that called for immediate federal
action and 100-percent federal funding.

The Soil Conservation Service awarded 133 contracts and 181 purchase
orders valued at about $24.4 million for channel restoration, debris
removal, and seeding along about 400 miles of streams in 19 counties. It
spent an additional $2 million for program administration. The contracts
were awarded in two phases. The first-phase contracts were awarded
immediately following the flood, with emphasis on providing relief from
clogged streams to reduce flood damage. The second-phase contracts
were awarded for channel restoration, debris removal, and seeding. Of
the 152 awards in the first phase, work began on 140 in November—
within about 3 weeks of the disaster.
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FEMA and the Corps Had
to Wait for the State to
Request Assistance

The Corps does not have the authority to provide general debris
removal assistance until requested to do so by FEMA. Likewise, FEMA does
not request the Corps’ involvement until the state asks for assistance.
Because the state did not request FEMA’s help in debris removal until
November 20, FEMA did not request Corps assistance and the Corps did
not begin general debris removal immediately after the disaster. They
did respond quickly after receiving the state’s request, however.

FEMA approved the state’s request on November 21 and authorized the
Corps to incur costs of up to $10 million on debris removal activities on
November 23. The Corps awarded its first contracts for this assistance
on November 24. Overall, the Corps awarded 46 contracts at a total cost
of $2.6 million and incurred administrative expenses of about $400,000
as of February 1987.

All 46 Corps contracts were complete as of July 1, 1986, but the Corps
did not advise FEMA until early January 1987 that the Corps would not
need about $7 million of the $10 million FEMA had authorized it to spend.
FEMA did not monitor the Corps’ need for these funds. Federal regula-
tions require federal agencies to promptly return to FEMA any excess
funds given to them for FEMA assignments, and, although rEMA did not
give these funds to the Corps, they were obligated for the Corps’ use and
thus not available for other FEMA uses between July 1986 and January
1987. In February 1987, FEMA headquarters officials told us that they
recognized the need for FEMA regional staff to monitor other federal
agencies’ need for FEMA funds more closely.

As discussed above, the Corps could not begin general debris removal
activities until requested by FEMA. The Corps did, however, have limited
authority under Public Law 84-99 to pay for preparations for flood
emergencies, flood-fighting, and rescue operations, or the repair or res-
toration of any flood-control work threatened or destroyed by flooding.
The Corps’ Pittsburgh District did three projects under this law at an
estimated cost of about $290,000.

During our review, the Corps received expanded authority to respond to
disasters. As a result of Public Law 99-662, enacted on November 17,
1986, which amended Public Law 84-99, the Corps will be able to react
immediately after a governor requests an emergency or disaster declara-
tion, acting under its own authority for 10 days without a FEMA request.
During that period the Corps is permitted to take actions needed to pro-
tect life and property, including debris removal and temporary restora-
tion of public facilities. However, according to the Corps, while some
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debris removal may be authorized under the expanded legislation, gen-
eral debris removal such as that required in West Virginia is beyond the
intent of the legislation. Corps officials said that they planned to have
detailed guidance on this new authority coordinated with FEMA by
December 1987.

D
Conclusions

Our analysis of a sample of public assistance applications indicates that
it took an average of about 6 weeks for the initial basic applications and
carly supplemental applications to be approved. For later supplemental
applications, the approval process took more than twice as long. Some of
the applicants we interviewed, as well as FEMA’s Public Assistance
Officer, said that FEMA took too long to approve supplemental applica-
tions. We also noted that some federal damage estimates were signifi-
cantly understated and incomplete, which necessitated supplemental
applications. These estimating problems contributed to delays in recov-
cry efforts.

After FEMA approved the basic and supplemental applications and the
work was underway, the applicants submitted requests for payment to
WVOES, which administered the payment process for FEMA. Our review of
a sample of payments showed that the state took about 4 weeks to pro-
cess the requests and pay the applicants.

Re¢commendation

We recommend that the Director of the Federal Emergency Management
Agency pursue development of standards for how long the public assis-
tance application process should take to better enable FEMA to identify
opportunities to expedite the process.

Agency Comments

FEMA’s comments did not address this recommendation. The Corps of
Engineers concurred with our recommendation. Other comments by
these agencies on this chapter’s findings and conclusions are included in
appendixes I and II.

The Office of the Governor of West Virginia said that factors in addition
to those we discussed should be considered in evaluating the time to
make public assistance payments. The state’s comments and our
responses are in appendix IV.
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Types and Extent of
FEMA'’s Individual
Assistance

FEMA spent about $27 million on individual assistance programs in West
Virginia. While this assistance was provided rather quickly, FEMA expe-
rienced some problems. For example, funds initially given to victims to
repair their residences were less than the amount to which they were
entitled, the state built twice as many mobile home group-site pads
(foundations) with FEMA funds than were used, and the individual and
family grant program limit of $5,000 was too low to meet the basic
needs of about one-third of West Virginia’s flood victims.

FEMA provided several types of assistance to eligible flood victims after
the West Virginia flood such as temporary housing, individual and fam-
ily grants, disaster unemployment assistance, and crisis counseling.
Table 4.1 shows the amounts approved for these programs.

Table 4.1: Cost of FEMA’s Individual
Assistance (As of Nov. 17, 1986)

Dollars in millions

Assistance provi'ded o Amount
TemporaFy‘Housmg T $16 6
Individual and famlly graﬁ?Q T 8. 78
Dlsaster unemployment T ,8
Cnsas counsellng ‘ S " 8
Total T 8269

3As of August 12, 1986. The state is required to reimburse FEMA for 25 percent of this amount.
Source: FEMA and the West Virginia Department of Human Services.

Temporary housing assistance was offered to applicants whose primary
residences were damaged or destroyed. It included rent payments; tran-
sient accommodations; funds to repair a residence; furniture funds; and
mobile homes for commercial, private, or group sites.

Individual and family grants were given to victims who could not meet
disaster-related necessary expenses or serious needs as a result of the
disaster. These grants normally covered expenses not covered by other
disaster relief programs such as disaster-related medical, dental, and
funeral expenses and the repair or replacement of privately owned vehi-
cles. The state administered the program, and FEMA funded it. The state
was required to reimburse the federal government for 25 percent of the
total cost by November 1, 1987.

Disaster unemployment assistance provided financial compensation and
reemployment services to individuals unemployed as a result of the
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flood. The Department of Labor administered this program for FEMA. We
did not review West Virginia’s program because of the small amount of
funds involved.

Crisis counseling was provided to victims to relieve mental health prob-
lems caused or aggravated by the flood. As the delegate of the Secretary
of Health and Human Services, the National Institute of Mental Health
administered the counseling program, which FEMA funded. Again, we did
not review this program because of the small amount of funding
involved.

FEMA Provided
Temporary Housing
Assistance Quickly but
Encountered Some
Problems

RN

FEMA provided about $17 million in housing assistance to the West Vir-
ginia flood victims. Our review of 49 cases showed that FEMA provided
this assistance quickly, within an average of 1 to 4 weeks. Because ini-
tial payments to victims for repairs to their residences were less than
the amounts to which the victims were entitled, FEMA issued hundreds of
supplemental checks. Also, FEMA had the state build twice as many
mobile home pads as were used.

Types and Costs of
Housing Assistance
Provided

FEMA provided a variety of housing assistance to 4,390 of 6,018 appli-
cants. FEMA’s assistance included the following:

minimal repair funds for homeowners whose residences could be
repaired for $4,700 or less,

rent money for homeowners whose residences could not be repaired for
$4,700 or less,

rent money for renters who rented property which was determined to be
uninhabitable as the result of a disaster,

mobile homes for homeowners who could not repair their residences for
$4,700 or less and for homeowners and renters who could not find an
available rental unit (limited to 18 months, the first 12 of which were
rent free),

transient accommodations to eligible applicants who needed temporary
housing for only a short time (limited to 30 days), and

funds to replace lost or damaged furniture.

To determine eligibility for temporary housing assistance and the spe-
cific type to be provided, FEMA contracted to have each applicant’s resi-
dence inspected to assess the damage and to verify occupancy and
ownership at the time of the flood.
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Table 4.2 shows the number of applicants who received the various
types of assistance and table 4.3 shows the cost of the housing assis-
tance FEMA provided.

Table 4.2: Number of Applicants Given
Housing Assistance (As of Sept. 22, 1986)

Asgistance provuded

Number of qu!:cants
Private rentali 1 006

TranS|ent accommodatlons onIy T ‘ - 46

Minimal repa|r 2877

Mob||e homes’“‘ S S
Private site 7
Commercua{fé]te e -
Group sne S i 320

Total S T B0

aMobile home data are as of November 17, 1986.

PMany applicants received more than one type of assistance, including 387 who received transient
accommodations in addition to other temporary housing assistance and 1,425 who also received assis-
tance to buy furniture.

Source: FEMA.

Table 4.3: Cost of FEMA’s Housing
Assistance (As of Nov. 1986)

Type of housing assistance Cost
Mobile homes: o S
Grbup sste constrru\&fc‘:)_r;gﬁ - o i $6 554 395
General® S : 2,203,870
Total—mobile homes S 8,758,265
Minimal repalr 4, 552 021

Furnlture

Private rentals 1,012, OOO
Transient accommodations - B 179,026
Contractor housing inspections ’ 173,930
Total - -  $16,629,032¢

#Represents funds FEMA gave the state on a letter of credit to build mobile home group sites. Prelimi-
nary data from the state show construction contract costs of about $5.9 mitlion.

Includes the cost of transporting FEMA mobile homes to and from West Virginia, setting them on a pad,
maintaining them, and leasing the mobile home pads.

“Total does not add because of rounding.
Source: FEMA.
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FEMA Provided Housing

Accictancas Within 1 tn A
AAIDINIDILALILT ¥y 1UulLlllL 1 LU

Weeks

To obtain some indication of how quickly FEMA provided housing assis-
tance, we selected 49 cases (37 of which were from Preston and Tucker
Counties). As table 4.4 shows, FEMA provided this assistance within an
average of 1 to 4 weeks, depending on the type of assistance involved.

Assistance

Number of cases  Average days to provide

Type of housing assistance reviewed® assistance
Rent T 12 T 9y
Minimal repait 25 206

aFor these 49 cases, 26 were for furniture in addition to other housing assistance. Also, for these 26
requests, FEMA took an average of 6.5 days to provide assistance.

bIncludes three commercial, four private, and five group-site pads

These figures represent the number of days from the date an applicant
applied for or requested assistance to the date FEMA issued a check or
provided a mobile home. It excludes the time an applicant took to find a
rental unit or to request assistance other than that initially offered. In
all 12 cases involving mobile homes, FEMA initially offered rent money,
but the applicants refused or later returned the rent money and
requested a mobile home. For example, in one case an applicant applied
for assistance on November 20 and was offered FEMA rent money on
December 5. The applicant subsequently requested on December 11 a
mobile home that FEMA provided on January 15.

On the basis of our review of 49 cases and in view of the number of
applicants (over 6,000), the wide geographical area of the disaster (29
counties), and the need to inspect each applicant’s residence, we believe
FEMA’s response to the victims’ housing needs was reasonable. FEMA,
however, encountered problems in the housing assistance program, as
discussed below.

Miﬁimal Repair Program
Understated Some Victims’
Needs

In many cases, FEMA's initial payments for minimal repairs to victims’
residences were less than the amounts to which the victims were enti-
tled. As a result, FEMA issued supplemental checks to hundreds of
victims.

Under the minimal repair program, when damage to a homeowner’s pri-

mary home is relatively minor and minimal repairs would allow the vic-
tim to live in the home, FEMA provides funds to repair essential living
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areas, such as the kitchen, bathroom, bedrooms, and living rooms. This
program is not intended to provide assistance for repairs to nonessential
living areas, such as recreation rooms, garages, or storage areas, accord-
ing to FEMA,

FEMA bases an applicant’s grant on the estimated repair costs. A FEMA
contractor inspects a dwelling and lists the damaged items. FEMA then
applies estimated prices to the items listed by the contractor to deter-
rine the grant amount. Under this program in West Virginia, an appli-
cant could be paid up to $4,700, which represented the approximate cost
of providing rent money to an applicant for 1 year. If damages exceeded
$4,700, FEMA offered the applicant an initial payment equal to 3 months’
rent money. Some victims who were unable to find an available rental
unit were subsequently offered mobile homes.

FEMA’s project officer for the housing inspection contract said that he
became aware in December 1985 that FEMA was receiving numerous
requests for additional minimal repair funds. Because this official was
concerned about the quality of the initial inspections, he asked the
inspection contractor to reinspect 1,000 residences at a cost of $34
each.! FEMA then compared the first and second inspection reports on
these 1,000 residences, but found only minor differences between the
two inspections. The project officer, therefore, concluded that the first
inspections were accurate and complete.

To determine the extent of additional minimal repair funds that may
have been needed, FEMA sent a checklist to 2,166 recipients asking
whether it had provided sufficient funds. Of the checklists FEMA sent,
1,158 (53 percent) were returned. Of those recipients who returned the
checklists, 869 (75 percent) subsequently were issued supplemental
repair funds. The average amount of supplemental assistance given was
$800 (about $700,000 in total). FEMA’s assistant housing officer in West
Virginia said that time was not available to reinspect the homes of those
who responded that they had not received sufficient funds, so FEMA did
“desk-top’’ inspections. A ‘‘desk-top”’ inspection consisted of (1) review-
ing the first inspection report, the applicant’s response, and the unit
prices paid, (2) using these data to prepare a second inspection report,
and (3) issuing a supplemental check for additional costs that this analy
sis identified.

'In commenting on our draft report, FEMA stated that the work that the FEMA official had initially
referred to as “‘reinspections” included new applications; applications which were withdrawn from
the program because the housing inspector was unable to contact the applicants, who later contacted
the field office; and second inspections.
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In explaining why FEMA issued so many supplemental checks, its head-
quarters officials said that FEMA’s estimated unit prices were too low for
some items; they did not believe that the quality of the first inspections
was the problem. rEMA had established the unit prices and applied them
to the damaged items that the inspection contractor identified. FEMA rec-
ognized that its prices were low and increased them in late December
1985 to avoid additional pricing problems, according to FEMA officials.
FEMA believes that the low unit pricing was an unavoidable problem
caused by price escalation due to excessive demand.

However, our work indicates that the quality of the initial inspections
may have been a problem. In our sample of 49 temporary housing cases,
we identified 25 cases in which FEMA provided minimal repair funds.
Twelve of these 25 cases received supplemental repair funds. We found
that each of these 12 cases involved payments for items not on the ini-
tial inspection report. For example, in one case the first inspection
report resulted in the applicant’s receiving $2,811 for repairs. The sec-
ond inspection report identified additional repairs totalling $3,101, but
the applicant was given $1,889 to avoid exceeding the $4,700 limit.
Newly identified on the second inspection report were items such as
replacement of insulation, a wood stove, and a water closet; and water-
line installation.

Regardless of the reason for underestimating the cost of the repairs,
many applicants did not initially receive enough money to complete nec-
essary repairs and subsequently requested supplemental payments. Fur-
ther, although FEMA’s assistant housing officer in West Virginia told us
that because of time constraints, these supplemental payments were
based on “‘desk-top” inspections, FEMA headquarters officials said that
they were not aware that such inspections had taken place. In comment-
ing on our draft report, they said that supplements for additional items
should not have been paid without a physical reinspection because FEMA
had no assurance that such payments were proper.

;FWice as Mo{ny Mobile
Home Group-Site Pads
We}re Built as Needed

The state, at FEMA’s direction and a cost of $6 million, built over twice as
many mobile home pads in group sites as were occupied. FEMA provided
the state with requirements as to how many pads to build and where to
build them that changed frequently. In addition, FEMA does not have
documentation to support the need for the number of pads eventually
built.
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Mobile home group-sites are normally provided or obtained by the state
or local government at no cost to the federal government. When other
funding is not available, FEMA can authorize the building of group sites
at federal expense. On November 12, 1985, the state requested FEMA to
authorize group sites at federal expense. FEMA approved this request on
November 15. The state was required to acquire land, design the sites,
develop specifications, solicit bids, evaluate proposals, and award and
administer the contracts. FEMA was responsible for determining the gen-
eral location of the sites (that is, county or city) and the number of pads
to be built.

FEMA assumes that the number of mobile home pads built will not exceed
the number used by more than a few, according to a FEMA headquarters
official. FEMA’s instructions make the Disaster Recovery Manager
responsible for assuring that no more mobile homes are used than abso-
lutely necessary. The instructions in effect at the time of the West Vir-
ginia flood did not, however, provide guidance on how to achieve this
goal. FEMA officials, responsible for temporary housing in West Virginia,
said they considered several factors, such as the number of applicants
and the number of available rental units, to determine the number of
group sites to build. They said that determining how many sites to build
is more an educated guess than a precise science.

A West Virginia Department of Highways official who administered the
mobile home group-site program said that FEMA changed its requests
constantly. Between November 22, 1985, and January 10, 1986, FEMA
gave the state 11 requests for group sites. The total number of pads that
FEMA requested ranged from 160 to 958 pads. In addition, some requests
did not specify the number of pads to build. For example, on December
2, FEMA requested a total of 633 pads, with the potential for expansion
to include 235 more pads. These changing requests made it difficult for
the state to negotiate leases for the land and to contract for construction
because sewage treatment facilities must be built to handle the number
of pads constructed and contractors must bid on fixed quantities of pads
to be constructed, according to this state official.

Ultimately, the state built 647 pads at 13 locations at a cost of about
$5.9 million. The state of West Virginia owned 3 of the 13 mobile home
sites and signed leases with the landowners of the other 10 sites. Eight
of the 10 leases were obtained at no cost. For the other two, one land-
owner got $24,000 for the lease and $15,000 to restore the land; the
other was paid $2,000 for damages to the land. The mobile home pad

Page 44 GAO/RCED-88-5 West Virginia Flood



Chapter 4
FEMA'’s Individual Assistance Programs
Experienced Difficulties

construction improvements become the property of the landowner when
the lease expires.

Most sites were underutilized, and two sites costing about $625,000 were
constructed but not occupied. (See fig. 4.1 for a photograph of one of
these sites.) Table 4.5 shows the locations, costs, and number of pads
built and occupied at the 13 sites.

Figure 4.1: Unoccupied Pennington
Mobile Home Group Site
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Ia__g!p 4.5: Mobile Home Group Sites’ Locations, Costs, and Quantities

Number of pads

Construction  Number of occupied®
County Site name and location cost pads built  Max. Nov. 86
Barbour Myers Clinic, Ph’ilip'pi ' o $1é“1‘,‘é_021- 20 2
Grant Allen’s, Cabins o 287977 28 2 2
Grant Cedar Manor, Petersburg o o 85‘5",_26_3 116 50 9
Hardy Misty Terrace, Moorefield 1,103639 132 74 20
Jefferson Witch Hazel, Shenandoah Junction S 162,689 """" - 15 15 12
Pendleton Bowers, Seneca Rocks S - —77587303 31 20 0 s
Pendieton” " Painter, Franklin 6657395 3% 29 13
Pocahontas Myers, Marlinton 72701 80 34 16
Preston Kingwood Crossing,Manown v o """“117',62'53"17 ' 13 7 3
Preston Renaissance Sqdafe, Rowle'sbrrufg' 7777777”65‘7‘,195' S 229 15
Praston Shuman, Browns Ml o _376'87,72766' 20 0 )
Tugker Parsons Overlook, Parsons 385092 49 48 14
1’uc§ker Penningtoh, Parsons o '7'721'5'7,3'27' et 0 0
Total ‘ ' T 785919222 647 320 110

aThese columns show the maximum number of pads occupied at any time and the number of pads
occupied as of November 17, 1986.

bAccording to a state official, 30 pads were completed and 30 additional pads were constructed but full
hookups were not done.

CTotal does not add because of rounding.

FEMA’s records indicate that 320 mobile homes were occupied on these
group sites. This represents less than half the number of pads built. We
could not determine why the number of pads built exceeded the number
occupied because FEMA officials could not document how they deter-
mined the number to build. FEMA officials said, however, that there were
several reasons why so many unoccupied pads were built, including the
following.

1. Because of the large number of victims, the obvious lack of other
housing, the impending winter weather, and FEMA’s desire to get pads
built, FEMA decided to expedite determinations for mobile home require-
ments. FEMA used the number of applications to determine how many
pads to build instead of screening the applications first to determine the
number of eligible applicants, which is normal procedure.

2. Applicant withdrawals were unusually high. Withdrawal may have
been prompted by any one of several factors: many applicants were
unwilling to live in a group site; the group sites were too far from former
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residences; the state waived the sales tax on mobile home purchases,
which encouraged victims to purchase mobile homes; and many victims
were independent and self-reliant.

3. The state built more pads than FEMA requested and took too long to
build them.

The first two of these points may partially explain why more pads were
built than needed. First, using expected or actual applications instead of
the eligible applications to determine how many group-site pads to build
may have contributed to overbuilding of the pads. Second, preliminary
damage assessments estimated that there would be about 9,000 appli-
cants for temporary housing assistance, but only about 6,000 applied.
Further, of the 6,000 applicants, FEMA determined that 750 were ineligi-
ble, and another 880 withdrew their applications.

Regarding No. 3, contrary to FEMA’s assertion, the state built fewer pads
than rEMA requested and appears to have completed construction in a
reasonable time frame. As discussed earlier, FEMA sent numerous
requests to the state outlining the number and locations of the pads to
be built. As of January 10, 1986, the date of the final FEMA request, FEMA
had identified a potential requirement of 807 pads. In separate concur-
rences, however, FEMA agreed that the state could construct 666 pads at
13 sites. The state actually built 647 pads, or 19 fewer than FEMA
approved, according to the state documents and state officials we
interviewed.

Concerning the time taken to construct the pads, in view of FEMA’s
changing requirements, the large number of sites involved, and the win-
ter weather conditions, the state’s construction time appears reasonable.
The state awarded contracts within an average of 3 days after getting
FEMA concurrence on a project. The average construction time from
award to arrival of mobile homes at the site was about 24 days.

The problem of overbuilding mobile home group-site pads may have
been avoided or alleviated if FEMA had provided more definitive criteria
on how to determine the number of pads to be built. In addition, because
FEMA was unable to produce any documentation as to how it determined
the number to be built, few data exist that could be used to help avoid
similar problems in future disasters.

In June 1987, after the conclusion of our field work, FEMA issued
expanded instructions for its headquarters, regional, and field staffs to
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use in administering the mobile home portion of the temporary housing
program. The revised guidance stresses continual monitoring and evalu-
ation of activities involving group sites to avoid overbuilding. This pro-
cess is to include contact with applicants on a regular basis to verify
continuing need and construction of sites performed in phases to allow
for reducing the number of pads to be constructed. The guidance also
requires maintenance of official files that fully document all decisions
relating to the group-site construction process in sufficient detail to sub-
stantiate all decisions and to provide a comprehensive audit trail.

Plans for Group Sites
Varied

Individual and Family
Grant Limit May Be
Increased

The subsequent uses of the 13 group sites varied, according to data FEMA
supplied in May 1986. The state of West Virginia owned and planned to
build permanent housing at Franklin and Rowlesburg, and sell the
Manown site. The owners of the mobile home sites in Marlinton and Phi-
lippi did not plan to allow mobile homes past the lease periods, and the
owner of the Shenandoah Junction site was undecided about its subse-
quent use. The leases on those three sites were to expire between
December 31, 1986, and a year later. The owners of the other seven
leased sites planned to allow mobile homes after the state’s leases
expired.

The individual and family grant program provides grants to victims to
meet disaster-related necessary expenses and serious needs not met by
other programs. The program is 75 percent federally funded and 25 per-
cent state-funded and administered by the state. The Disaster Relief Act
of 1974 limits each grant to $5,000, which FEMA and the state believe
may not be sufficient to meet the needs of all victims. The Congress is
now considering legislation to raise the grant limit.

According to the act, the program’s intent is to provide funds for those
items necessary for a victim to recover from a disaster. It is not intended
to provide assistance for damages covered by insurance; restore the
recipient to a predisaster condition; provide nonessential, luxury, or dec-
orative iterms; or replace all losses. These grants are provided only when
needs remain after the victim has been through the normal delivery
sequence of volunteer agency emergency assistance, insurance proceeds,
temporary housing assistance, and sBA disaster loans.

Page 48 GAO/RCED-88-5 West Virginia Flood



Chapter 4
FEMA's Individual Assistance Programs
Experienced Difficulties

Individual and Family
Grant Activity in West
Virginia

As of August 1986, the state had received 4,037 applications for individ-
ual and family grants. At that time, 40 were being processed, 160 had
been withdrawn, 745 had been denied, and 3,092 had been approved,
for a total of about $8.7 million, or an average of about $2,800 per recip-
ient. According to a state document, the primary reasons for the denials
were that (1) items were ineligible, (2) needs were met by temporary
housing, (3) the property was not the applicant’s primary residence, (4)
the needs were met by insurance, or (5) the applicant failed to provide
all necessary information. The state paid about 80 percent of the
approved applicants within 90 days of the date the victim applied for
assistance, as shown in table 4.6.

Tai:le 4.6: Time Frames to Pay Individual

and Family Grant Applicants (As of July
1986)

Daysuntilpaid _ Percentage paid

0-30 126
31-60 T e
61-90 h T T 278
91-120 S T S Tos
Over 120 - o i 94

Source: West Virginia Department of Human Services.

rEMA officials said that they have since revised the individual and fam-
ily grant procedures to reduce the time needed to make the awards. The
officials provided documentation which shows that since implementing
new procedures, states have been able to award about 90 percent of the
grants within 60 days.

Maximum Limit on Grants
May Not Meet Victims’
Needs

As of July 1986, about one third of West Virginia’s individual and fam-
ily grant recipients received the maximum grant of $5,000. Table 4.7
shows the amounts paid to grant recipients.
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Table 4.7: Amounts Paid to Individual

and Family Grant Recipients (As of July Percentage

1986) paid this
Amount paid amount
Less than $1,000 " S 23
$1,000 to less than $2,000 T
$2,000 to less than $3,000 - 2
$3,000 to less than $4,000 - R
$4,000 to less than $5,000 5
$5000 - 33

Source: West Virginia Department of Human Services.

The Congress established the $5,000 limit for individual and family
grants in 1973 and has not adjusted it to allow for price increases. FEMA
proposed legislation in March 1986 to increase the limit to $7,500. FEMA
said at that time that the increase would provide badly needed assis-
tance to the neediest applicants who are uninsured or underinsured, suf-
fer a significant amount of housing and personal property damage, and
cannot qualify for sBA loans. The U.S. Senate passed the legislation, but
the House of Representatives did not vote on it. FEMA officials said that,
although the average grant nationwide was $1,600, it is difficult to
determine what the maximum grant should be.

West Virginia believes the $5,000 limit is too low. The state appropri-
ated additional funds for a supplemental individual and family grant
program. These funds were in addition to the state’s required 25-percent
contribution to FEMA’s program and were given to victims who had
received the $5,000 maximum grant but still had unmet needs. A state
official said that these funds were for the same items eligible under
FEMA's program, but that the federal allowance was inadequate to cover
all of the items. As of February 1987, the state had awarded about $1.8
million to 1,023 recipients. The average supplemental award was about
$1,700.

In June 1987, bills were introduced in the U.S. Senate and House of Rep-
resentatives that would amend the Disaster Relief Act’s provisions that
relate to the Individual and Family Grant Program. Under these bills the
maximum grant would be increased to $10,000. The limit would be
adjusted for inflation annually.

m
Conclusions

On the basis of our sample, FEMA provided West Virginia flood victims
with temporary housing assistance quickly within an average of 1 to 4
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weeks. The minimal repair funds initially given to many victims, how-
ever, were less than the amounts to which they were entitled, which
necessitated supplemental payments. Inaccurate or inadequate inspec-
tions and FEMA’s low unit prices for damages may have contributed to
the initial underpayments. We also found that FEMA issued about
$700,000 in supplemental repair payments after FEMA officials in West
Virginia did only “desk-top’ inspections to justify the additional pay-
ments. FEMA headquarters officials said that they were unaware of this
situation and that supplemental payments for additional items should
not have been made without a physical reinspection.

At FEMA’s direction, the state built over twice as many mobile home
group-site pads as needed. FEMA assumes that the number of mobile
home pads built will not exceed the number used by more than a few.
FEMA’s instructions make the Disaster Recovery Manager responsible for
ensuring that no more mobile homes are used than is absolutely neces-
sary, but these instructions did not provide guidance on how to achieve
this goal. According to FEMA officials responsible for temporary housing
in West Virginia, they considered factors such as the number of appli-
cants and the number of available rental units, but said that determining
how many group sites to build is more an educated guess than a precise
science. Because of the large number of victims in West Virginia and
FEMA’s desire to respond quickly to their needs, FEMA also expedited its
mobile home requirement determinations, according to FEMA officials.

In addition, FEMA could not document how it determined the number of
pads to build or where to build them. Since providing a mobile home to
victims is very costly—$9,150 on average for each pad constructed in
the West Virginia group sites plus the costs of transporting and main-
taining the homes—we believe that it is important for FEMA not only to
have a sound basis for its decisions but also to fully document those
decisions.

In Junc 1987, FEMA issued expanded instructions for its staff to use in
administering the mobile home portion of the temporary hous{ng pro-
gram. The revised guidance stresses continual monitoring and evalua-
tion of activities involving group sites to avoid overbuilding of pads. The
guidance also requires maintenance of official files that fully document
all decisions relating to the group site construction process.

m
Agency Comments

In commenting on our draft report, FEMA stated that overbuilding mobile
home pads can be avoided by closely monitoring the need for mobile
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homes and incremental contracting and development of group sites.
FEMA also commented that its mobile home operations do not usually
experience problems of the magnitude that we found in West Virginia.
We acknowledge the difficulties FEMA faced in West Virginia and believe
that the newly expanded instructions should help FEmA avoid similar
problems in future disasters. In particular, the documentation require-
ments, if properly implemented, will provide a record of major decisions
in mobile home operations that will enable FEMA to determine whether
further program revisions are required.
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SBA’s Disaster Loan
Authority and
Procedures

sBA, which makes low-interest loans to disaster victims, loaned victims
of the November 1985 flood about $55 million. Although several months
passed before substantial amounts of sBA funds reached the victims,
much of this time is attributable to the victims’ actions, for many vic-
tims were slow in applying and in returning the required closing docu-
raents to SBA. SBA, however, did not meet its time goal for processing loan
applications. It is currently implementing revised procedures to reduce
the processing time by assisting victims in the application and loan-clos-
ing processes. These changes could reduce the time needed to complete
the loan process.

The Small Business Act authorizes SBA to make loans to repair, rehabili-
tate, or replace real or personal property that has been damaged or lost
as a result of disasters. SBA can make these loans after a disaster decla-
ration by the President or sBA’s Administrator,

PR ——- [P ——

Idoanﬁ""l“ﬂg}‘}Ségmand Eligible
C()sjts

sBA makes both home and business disaster loans. Home loans are
intended to repair or replace a primary personal residence, its contents,
and other personal property. The disaster victim does not have to be a
homeowner to be eligible for a loan; nonowners are eligible for loans for
personal property such as furniture, appliances, and motor vehicles.
Luxury items such as furs, jewelry, and recreational vehicles are not
eligible for sBA disaster loans. Owners of residential rental property and
operators of profit and nonprofit business organizations are also eligible
for sBA loans. They can also obtain loans for real and personal property.

SBA regulations contain separate limits on loans made for homes and
businesses. Home loans are generally limited to a total of $120,000 for
damages to both real and personal property. Loans of $5,000 or less are
generally unsecured, while loans over $5,000 are usually secured by col-
lateral. The Small Business Act limits loans to any business to $500,000
unless it constitutes a major source of employment. In these cases, the
sBA Administrator can waive the $500,000 limit.

SBA has two interest rates for home loans and profit-oriented businesses.
The rates used in West Virginia were 4 and 8 percent, respectively. The
lower rate applied to applicants whom SBA determined were unable to
secure credit elsewhere. The higher rate applied to those applicants
whom sBA determined could get credit elsewhere.
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West Virginia Loan
Applications

By October 1, 1986, sBA had accepted 2,878 applications for disaster
assistance loans from West Virginians. Of these, SBA approved 1,850
applications and had 10 in process. The other 1,018 applications were
declined or withdrawn. Of the 1,850 loan approvals, 506 were cancelled,
most at the applicants’ requests subsequent to SBA approval, according
to an sBA official. $BA had disbursed $46 million, or 83 percent, of the
$55.3 million in approved, non-cancelled loans by October 1, 1986.

SBA Loan-Processing
Procedures

Between the time applicants completed and returned the $BA loan appli-
cation that they received at a disaster application center and SBA mailed
alhnnly +n tha arnnlinagntos S PIRC P O LSRG | [

a CnecKk o Lllt, dppll\,dllbb, SBA Stjllt,la :y prrioriicu luul al,auualu lUdll‘
processing activities as follows:

1. Screening and docketing. The application package is examined for
completeness. If it is complete enough to accept, it is logged in, and the
applicant is notified of the required information that is needed to com-
plete the package.

2. Verification. sBa staff visit the applicant’s property to verify the dis-
aster-related damages and estimate repair or replacement costs.

3. Loan processing. Loan officers examine factors such as the appli-
cant’s repayment ability, credit history, and character, and, if approved,
set the terms and amount of the loan.

4. Legal review. The loan package receives a legal review. Closing docu-
ments are typed and mailed to the applicant to sign and return.

Procedures Revised for
West Virginia Disaster

SBA’s disaster area office in Atlanta normally performs all loan proce-
dures for West Virginia applicants. For the November 1985 disaster, sBa
revised its screening and docketing procedures at the request of the
Governor of West Virginia. SBA agreed to screen and docket West Vir-
ginia applications in that state rather than in sBA’s Atlanta office and to
retain the application files in its Clarksburg, West Virginia, field office
until the packages were complete.

SBA Atlanta office officials said that, in some cases, retaining an applica-
tion in Clarksburg until the package was complete delayed processing
the loan application. Typically, the application package would have
been sent to the area office, where processing would have commenced
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SBA'’s Processing
Goals Not Met,

before all documents were received. By holding the packages in West
Virginia, this advance processing was not possible.

SBA did not meet its established goal to process 90 percent of the West
Virginia disaster loan applications within 60 days after it accepted
them. For example, excluding the time during which SBA was awaiting
information from the applicants, SBA processed 64 percent of the appli-
cations within 60 days, based on the time period between acceptance of
the loan application and the mailing of the loan-closing documents.

SBA Did Not Meet Its
Application-Processing
Goals

To determine whether the Atlanta office met its goal to process 90 per-
cent of the West Virginia applications within 60 days, we analyzed its
status reports. These reports include only the time SBA was processing
the applications and do not include “dead-time,” the time application
processing was suspended while awaiting data from an applicant. SBA
did not meet its goal: 36 percent of the applications accepted took longer
than 60 days. Table b.1 provides details on the percentage of West Vir-
ginia loan applications by loan type that exceeded the 60-day goal,
excluding “dead-time.”

Table 5.1: West Virginia Loan
Applications Exceeding the 60-Day Goal,

Excluding “Dead-Time" (As of June 4,
1986)

Number Percentage

Number exceeding exceeding

Loantype _ _accepted ~~ goaf = goal
Home secured 1,599 . 5% _40
Home unsecured =~ 367 _ 34 2
Business, secured m L I .
Business, unsecured T3 9 _.%
Total 2,810 1,023 36

a3BA-computed total.

Because of concerns within SBA as to whether “dead-time” should be
included in determining whether SBA met its 60-day goal, we randomly
sampled 220 West Virginia disaster loan applications and included
“dead-time” in our analysis. We found that sBa exceeded its 60-day goal
40 percent of the time. Table 5.2 shows the results of our sample of the
percentage of loan applications by loan type that exceeded the 60-day
goal when “dead-time’ was included.
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Table 5.2: West Virginia Sample Cases
Exceeding the 60-Day Goal, Including
“Dead-Time”

Number Percentage

' Number exceeding exceeding

gggq type sampled goal ~goal
Home, secured o 39 18 o 46
Home, unsecured 43° v .18
l?rusiness, secureg o ____99 49 49
Business, unsecured . 38 13 34
GAO-computed total 219 87 40

aAlthough we sampled 44 loan files, sufficient data were available in the files to compute the processing

time for only 43.

Since excluding ‘‘dead-time” does not show the total time taken from
when applicants go to a disaster application center until they receive
their first sBa loan disbursement, we analyzed the complete processing
time for the 220 sample cases. This analysis shows that average process-
ing times for the four loan types ranged from 128 to 192 days and that
much time was attributable to the applicants. The time attributable to
the applicants includes, but is not limited to, the periods from (1) regis-
tration at the disaster application center to SBA’s acceptance of the
application and (2) sBA’s mailing of the closing documents to SBA’s

receipt of the closing documents back from the applicant. Table 5.3

shows the results of our analysis of the time from registration at the
application center to the time of first loan disbursement for each of the

four types of loans.

Table 5.3: Average Times From Disaster Application Center Registration to First Loan Disbursement, Including “Dead-Time,”
Showing Periods Applicable to SBA and the Applicants

Loan type

Hbme, secured
Hbme, unsecured
B&Jsiness secured
B@Jsines& unsecured

(in days)
Registered at Application
disaster application accepted to
center to application closing
accepted documents
(dead-time) _. Mmailed
o .8

8

41 66

Closing documents
mailed to closing
documents received

(dead-time)
8

Closing
documents
received to first

Vﬂrdisbursgm_ggwty B
—— 1 a

R

8

Total
Vrtime

164

128
192
160

Atlanta processed the first disbursement based on oral information from SBA's Clarksburg field office
In some instances. Because we used the date the Atlanta office received the documents, a negative

number resuits.
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Three factors hindered sBA’s ability to process loan applications from
West Virginia. First, sBA received nearly one-half of the applications in
the last 2 weeks of the filing period. Second, many applications were
incomplete when sBa received them. Third, sBaA’s Atlanta office already
had a large backlog of applications from earlier disasters when the West
Virginia disaster occurred. The occurrence of other disasters at about
the same time or shortly thereafter added to this problem.

Untimely Submission of
Applications

Atlanta office officials said that loan processing for West Virginia had a
slow start because victims did not submit loan applications in a timely
manner. By January 3 (nearly the end of the original application filing
deadline of January 6), 1,297 applications had been submitted—only 57
percent of the total 2,292 applications submitted as of January 20 (the
extended filing deadline). It appears that the surge in application sub-
missions toward the end of the filing period created an uneven workload
that delayed processing West Virginia applications.

Incc{)mplete Applications

In addition to the late filing, many of the applications submitted by West
Virginia flood victims were incomplete. An Atlanta office official said
that incomplete applications increased processing time because SBA sus-
pended processing until the victims provided the necessary data.

Of the 220 applications in our random sample, 194 (88 percent) were
incomplete when accepted. Based on our statistical analysis of this sam-
ple, a 90-percent probability exists that between 2,374 and 2,582
(between 84 and 92 percent) of the 2,810 applications that SBA had
accepted as of our sample date were incomplete which delayed loan
processing.

Heavy Workload

An Atlanta office official said that an inordinately heavy workload also
adversely affected sBA’s ability to process West Virginia applications.
From early September 1985 through early August 1986, the Atlanta
office processed 17,360 disaster loan applications. SBA data show that at
the time of the West Virginia disaster declaration (November 7, 1985),
the Atlanta office had an application backlog of 4,408 loan applications
from 14 disasters which occurred prior to the West Virginia disaster.
Further, applications from five other disasters that occurred at the same
time or shortly after the West Virginia disaster increased the Atlanta
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SBA’s Response to the
November 1985
Disaster

Program Modifications
to Reduce Processing
Time

office’s workload by 3,903 more applications. Thus, the workload result-
ing from these disasters contributed to the delays in processing West
Virginia applications.

The Atlanta office significantly increased its staff and spent about $1
million in response to the West Virginia disaster declaration. At the time
of the West Virginia disaster declaration, the Atlanta office staff totaled
196. To respond to the West Virginia flood and other 1985 disasters, the
office increased its staff to 383, or about 95 percent, by mid-December
1985. The number of staff devoted to West Virginia loan processing
averaged 72.

In addition to temporary staff increases, $BA authorized overtime,
including holiday work, to respond to the workload. According to SBA
data, staff processing West Virginia applications worked 11,886 hours
of overtime and 514 holiday hours during the period from November 11,
1985, through August 8, 1986. An sBa official said that the staff worked
10-hour days and in many cases worked 7-day weeks.

SBA spent about $985,000 to respond to the West Virginia flood between
November 11, 1985, and August 8, 1986. Personnel costs, including
overtime and holiday pay, were about $529,000. Travel costs were
about $403,000, and other costs were about $53,000.

In response to application processing problems that became apparent
during the West Virginia flood and other recent disasters, SBA’s area
offices tested four program modifications that could reduce loan-
processing time in the future. The four modifications were (1) applica-
tion preparation workshops, (2) team loss verification, (3) computerized
loss verification, and (4) field loan-closing assistance.

Applicati;)n Preparation
Workshops

One problem in processing loan applications is obtaining timely, com-
plete loan request packages from applicants. In West Virginia, for exam-
ple, some applicants were not able to complete loan application forms
without assistance. After the disaster application centers closed, how-
ever, little on-site technical assistance was available. Also, supporting
documentation, such as income tax returns, was destroyed during the
disaster, and copies were not readily available.
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To obtain timely, complete applications, SBA held application prepara-
tion workshops in West Virginia between November 1985 and January
1986. Because few victims initially attended these workshops, SBA tele-
phoned all victims who had obtained an application and encouraged
them to attend. sBA’s Atlanta officials said that the telephone canvassing
increased workshop participation.

The telephone canvassing has increased workshop attendance for post-
1985 West Virginia disasters and also increased the percentage of appli-
cations received during the first weeks of the filing period, according to
an Atlanta office official. This official said further that screening appli-
cations in the field after the workshops has increased the percentage of
complete applications received. Table 5.4 compares the time frame for
applications accepted for West Virginia with that for three post-West
Virginia disasters. Generally, this table shows that the post-1985 West
Virginia disaster victims submitted applications earlier in the filing
period than 1985 West Virginia applicants.

Table 5.4: Comparison of Applications Accepted by the Filing Deadlines for 1985 West Virginia and Selected Post-1985 West

Virginia Disasters
I

| Percentage of applications accepted weekly nu:ﬂ,‘:ﬁ
Disast&ar location First Second Third Fourth Fifth Balance accepted
West Virginia 132 86 93 83 506 2,292¢
Wisconisin 154 180 127 73 #5890
Michigan 177 245 119 98 291 2217
linois 47 ‘ 118 176 168 452 1521
4As of the January 20, 1986, extended filing deadline.
Source: SBA.

Verification

SBA is also testing a new property-loss verification procedure to reduce
processing time. SBA used the single-person concept in West Virginia to
verify the property loss indicated, according to an Atlanta office offi-
cial. SBA has since tested a team concept of loss verification (where the
verification and documentation duties previously handled by one person
are divided among a team to match the skills and abilities of the mem-
bers) in Pennsylvania and Ohio disasters during July 1986. The Atlanta
official said that under the single-person concept, about 14 to 20 days
were required to complete a verification report, but under the team con-
cept, the time has been reduced to about 3 or 4 days, and each verifica-
tion report’s cost has dropped from $75 to about $30.
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Computerized Property-
Loss Verification

Computer-assisted property-loss verification was a third test practice
identified. Loss verification requires the calculation of verified losses
based on a standard sBA price list plus a local cost factor, according to
an Atlanta office official. This official said that under the computer-
assisted verification approach, the costs of all items contained in the
price list and the local adjustments would be entered into computers for
performing numerous calculations involving price extension and costs
summarization. Construction analysts currently perform these functions
manually. An SBA headquarters official said that computer-assisted ver-
ification could reduce processing time.

Field Loan-Closing
Assistance

Providing field assistance to help applicants meet closing requirements
was the fourth program modification identified. SBA expected delays in
receiving loan-closing documents from West Virginia applicants, accord-
ing to an Atlanta SBA official. $BA, therefore, sent staff to various loca-
tions in the disaster area for 1 to 3 days at a time. The visits, however,
were not effective. SBA telephoned applicants with unreturned closing
documents, provided assistance as requested, and encouraged applicants
to return the documents, but these efforts also proved ineffective in gen-
erating applicant response. Therefore, in May 1986, the Atlanta office
increased the number of consecutive days the field staff spent at each
location and had the staff visit some applicants in their homes.

These intensified efforts seemed effective. When sBa initiated them, it
had disbursed only about $9 million, but during the 2 months that fol-
lowed, it disbursed over $29 million. According to an Atlanta office offi-
cial, as a result of the West Virginia experience, sBa will mail copies of
loan-closing documents to applicants and the originals to an SBA field
loan-closing office. Applicants will be asked to visit the field office,
where SBA will help them satisfy loan-closing requirements. SBA head-
quarters and Atlanta officials said that sBA’s experience to date has
shown that loan-closing assistance can be effective in accelerating
disbursements.

Table 5.5 compares disbursements of West Virginia loans with disburse-
ments for three later disasters with 1986 filing deadlines when SBA used
some or all of the procedures relative to application workshops, team
loss verification, and field loan-closing assistance.
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Table 5.5: Comparison of Disbursements
by the Filing Deadiines for West Virginia
and Selected Subsequent Disasters

Disaster location Percentage of approved funds disbursed
West Virginia®a R o 05
Wisconsin - 403
Michigan 238
Winois B 190

“The percentage disbursed 25 days after close of the normal 60-day filing period.
Source: SBA.

As of August 1987, an SBA official said that the application preparation
workshops and the field locan-closing assistance had been implemented
nationwide. The team property-loss verification procedure was tested
and found not to be as helpful as the computerized loss-verification pro-
cedure, which is being modified for future nationwide implementation.

Conclusions

sBA did not meet its goal of processing 90 percent of the applications
within 60 days after accepting them. SBA processed about 60 percent of
the applications within 60 days according to the resuits of our random
sample analysis, which included “dead-time” (time SBA suspended
processing awaiting data from the applicant). Atlanta office reports,
which exclude “dead-time,” indicate that sBA processed about 64 per-
cent within 60 days.

Factors contributing to SBA’s not achieving its goal were that (1) many
victims applied late in the application period, (2) many victims filed
incomplete applications, (3) sBa had a large backlog of applications
when the West Virginia disaster occurred, (4) additional disasters at or
near the time of the West Virginia disaster intensified $SBA’s problems,
and (b) the applicants were slow to return completed closing documents.

sBA has recently tested and is implementing revised loan-processing pro-
cedures. It appears that these procedures may reduce processing time
and thus the time required for applicants to receive loan proceeds. The
post-1985 West Virginia disasters, however, generally involved fewer
loan applications than the 1985 West Virginia flood. Consequently, the
potential effectiveness of these procedures in large disasters had not
been fully demonstrated at the conclusion of our review.
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Purpose and Functions
of the Flood Insurance
Program

FEMA’s Federal Insurance Administration paid about $24 million to a
total of about 1,400 victims of the November 1985 flood in West Vir-
ginia. All communities affected by the flood participated in the National
Flood Insurance Program. The Administration is considering revised cri-
teria for flood policy rates to encourage participating communities to
take flood mitigation actions.

The National Flood Insurance Program was established so flood victims
would not have to turn to federal and state governments for disaster
assistance. Under the National Flood Insurance Act of 1968, property
owners in flood-prone areas are eligible to purchase federal insurance if
their community joins the program and adopts and enforces adequate
flood plain management regulations. Flood plain management includes
building placement, elevation, and construction standards that are
designed to protect lives and property from future floods. The pro-
gram'’s objectives include

making flood insurance available nationwide,

identifying the nation’s flood-prone areas,

promoting land-use controls to minimize flood loss and to guide develop-
ment away from flood-prone areas, and

reducing federal disaster relief expenditures.

In discharging the program’s insurance functions, the Administration
sets insurance rates; develops an insurance manual for agents’ use;
underwrites policies; adjusts insurance claims; and maintains liaisons
with the insurance industry, trade associations, and mortgage lenders.
With regard to the program’s other activities, the Administration (1)
identifies flood-prone areas, (2) provides communities with flood maps
so they can enter the program, (3) establishes flood plain management
criteria, (4) oversees participating communities’ adoption of necessary
ordinances and enforcement of required flood plain management regula-
tions, and (5) oversees continued community eligibility for flood insur-
ance resulting from the communities’ compliance with FEMA’s criteria.
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As of September 1985, 265 West Virginia communities were participat-
ing in the program. Only two communities were suspended from the pro-
gram, both for failing to adopt compliant flood plain regulations. Neither
was involved in the November 1985 flood.

In the 29 counties declared disasters in the November 1985 flood, a total
of 2,704 policies had an insurance value of $79.6 million as of September
1985. Flood insurance policies in West Virginia at that time totaled
12,500 and had an insurance value of $425.9 million.

The Federal Insurance Administration primarily uses two methods to
increase program participation. One method is to hold workshops for (1)
insurance agents, to teach them the basic skills necessary to write flood
insurance policies correctly and (2) mortgage lenders, to provide them
with information to determine when fiood insurance is required and
what amount must be bought. Five agent workshops were held in West
Virginia in 1984, and three were held in 1985. One lender workshop was
held in West Virginia in 1985. The second method the Administration
uses to publicize the program is conducting seasonal campaigns. The
seasonal campaign efforts include sending public awareness materials to
state insurance commissioners, governors, senators, representatives, tel-
evision and radio stations, newspapers, and emergency managers. The
Administration conducted four seasonal campaigns in West Virginia in
1984-85. The Administration also visited and telephoned insurance
agencies and visited state and local community officials to promote the
program.

The Administration opened a field office in Bridgeport, West Virginia, to
process flood claims on November 7, 1985—the same date the presiden-
tial declaration was issued. Eighty-six adjusters were assigned to inspect
claimants’ properties and to prepare the necessary paperwork to settle
claims. The Administration also supported the disaster application cen-
ters by providing information and assistance to program policyholders
and expediting the delivery of claim payments.

The Administration’s goal is to close 90 percent of claims within 90 days
of establishing its field office. In West Virginia, it closed 90.4 percent
(1,356) of the claims filed by February 4, 1986 (89 days after the field
office opened). In total, the Administration received 1,498 claims, paid
1,364 of them, and closed 134 without payment. Payments were about
$24 million, an average of about $17,600 per claim.
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Chapter 6
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The Administration is developing a concept to encourage communities,
such as those in West Virginia, to improve their flood plain management
practices. This approach, known as the Community Rating System,
would base a community’s flood insurance rate structure on the actions
the community takes to reduce losses due to floods. Its goals are to (1)
foster community actions that reduce the growing federal exposure to
economic loss through insurance claim payments, tax write-offs, and
disaster relief grants and loans, (2) minimize ‘“‘unknowns’ that may
increase the aggregate amount of a community’s potential flood damage,
and (3) facilitate the accurate insurance rating of properties in the
community.

The Administration has not completed the new rate structure criteria,
but is considering the existence and quality of factors such as the
following;:

building codes to meet the minimum building standards of nationally
recognized building criteria,

a permit system, including application and review, preconstruction ele-
vation review, and building plans review;

a system to provide on-site inspections during construction and to
ensure that building officials have professional architectural and engi-
neering expertise;

a monitoring and control system to detect unauthorized alterations and
construction; and

a community’s repetitive flood loss history.

The Administration would use these criteria to rate a community, and
an individual’s flood insurance premiums would be based on the commu-
nity’s rating. Thus, communities would be penalized or rewarded for
their flood plain management practices by getting higher or lower flood
insurance premiums for their residents.

The Administration has discussed this concept with insurance industry
representatives and with local community officials. No definite plans or
procedures have been decided. The Administration’s schedule called for
a plan to be completed in fiscal year 1987, a pilot program to be done in
fiscal year 1988, and the concept to be implemented in fiscal year 1989.
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C on clusions The Federal Insurance Administration met its goal of closing 90 percent

of the claims within 90 days. The Community Rating System could pro-
vide incentives to individuals and to communities to implement
improved flood plain management practices.
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Federal Emergency Management Agency
Washington, 1., 20472

0CT 7T 1987

Mr. J. NDexter Peach

Assistant Comptroller General

United Statesg General Accounting Office
Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Peach:

This responds to your letter of August 7, 1987, to Mr. John Thiede,
Inspector General of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
concerning the Agency’s review of a General Accounting Office (GAO)
draft report: DISASTER ASSISTANCE: Response to West Virginia’s

. 1985 Flood Shows Need For Improvements (GAO/RCED-87-169). We have
reviewed the draft report and have enclosed comments, both general
‘ and specific. The specific comments are keyed to the pagination of
the draft report and they are followed by the general comments.

We appreciate having had the opportunity to review the subject draft
report and hope that you will find our comments both constructive and

helpful.
Sincerely,
7 A
//”” /v/’%‘/ ;
us W: Kectbn, Jr./
Director

Fncl osures
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Enclosure 1

SPECIFIC RESPONSES AND/OR CORRECTIONS TO THE
GAO DRAFT REPORT ENTITLED

Disaster Assistance: Response to West Virginia's

1985 Flood Shows Need For Improvements

Now on p. 19. Page 21 - Paragraph 2: The FEMA requirements have been lTevied for two
reasons. First, there is a need for national data on the significance

and distribution of various hazards, the current level of civil emergency
preparedness and State and local plans and priorities for addressing
identified emergency management deficiencies. Such information is
critical to support program management and allocate resources at all
levels of government. Tt also provides baseline information required to
surge critical capabilities in the event of a national security emergency.

Secondly, the Hazard Identification Capability Assessment/Multi-Year

Development Pilan (HICA/MYDP) process encourages jurisdictions to system-

matically review their existing capability to deal with relevant hazards

‘ and to prioritize and establish a coherent plan and time line for correcting

f identified deficiencies. Periodic assessments of capability and progress

| toward stated objectives is an integral part of program planning and

: management., HICA/MYDP provides a structure for such an assessment.

See comment 1. It is our belief that, if an emergency management office cannot perform
1 such basic planning and management functions, then there is a serious

| question as to the necessity for and propriety of providing Federal

3 funding.

Page 21 - Paragraph 3 and 4: We would agree that the uncertainty of
appropriations from year to year makes it impossible to project the
availability of resources. However, the determination and documentation
of what is needed and what resources are required are essential in the
development of a valid budget request at any level of government.

A multi-year approach is useful since many projects cannot be completed
in a single year.

Now on pp. 19 and 20.
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See comment 1.

Now on p 31.

Saee comment 2.

Now on p. 32.

Sae comment 3,

Now on p. 32.

Recognizing that the data obtained from the Multi-Year Development Plan
(MYDP) is less essential at the Federal level than at the State and local
Tevels, beginning in FY 1988, FEMA will only require the submission of
capability development project funding and resource data for the next full
Federal fiscal year. In addition, FEMA is linking these MYDP projections
to the Comprehensive Cooperative Agreement (CCA) planning process in order
to further reduce duplication of effort by local and State governments.

FEMA is continuing to review paperwork requirements necessitated by the
MYDP process in order to endure that duplication is eliminated and that
submissions are limited to those that are essential for accurate analysis
and management.

Page 37 - last paragraph: The statement, that "...the approval process
may take even longer in the future because Congress will no longer allow
FEMA to use disaster assistance employees in the regional offices.”, should
be clarified. If the approval process referred to covers initial basic
project applications or those early supplemental project applications
which are processed in the disaster field office, there should be no
delay because disaster assistance employees will still be available for
field office operations., With respect to processing of supplemental
project applications in the regional offices, FEMA has been authorized
to hire additional permanent full-time personnel who will be availahle
to process such applications. Thus, it does not appear that the approval
process should take any longer.

Page 38 - Paragraph 2: The cost estimate for restoration of the intake
structure in Kingwood was made on the basis of replacing it in its orig-
inal location. During the course of preparing plans, water tests re-
vealed that due to changes in the river bottom, the original depth of
the intake could not be achieved and most importantly, the river hydrau-
lics had changed and acid mine water now flowed at the site of the orig-
inal intake. Based upon the results of these tests, the intake line

had to be extended to the far shore of the river to unpolluted water

and regarding of the river bottom had to be done to guarantee that the
acid mine water did not mix with the fresh water. We would agree that
the project was underestimated if the estimate had been prepared for

the same work items.

Page 38 - Paragraph 3: The DSRs for the Town of Rowlesburg's sewer-

age system were not underestimated, rather conditions had been so
radically altered that the original system could not be replaced. It

is interesting to note that the original DSR discusses approximate
locations and length. Later surveys completed as part of the prep-
aration of plans and specifications revealed that some existing man-
holes were not 30 to 40 feet out in the river. Ultimately, the lines
had to be relocated, property purchased and 1ift stations constructed
where none existed prior to the disaster, For example, the river bottom
is now so deep that a gravity system could no longer be used. The
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See comment 4.

See comment 5.
Now pn p. 32.

See comment 6.

Now.on pp. 33 and 34.

See lcomment 7
NOM onp. 42.

|

Sea comment 8
Now on p. 42.

report states quite correctly that tittle physical construction was
being done during the p9r1od that supplemental approvals were heing
made, However, there was no correlation between the lack of work and
the time for the approvals. Rather, detailed surveys for an entirely
new design and the associated land acquisition were taking place.

&E%lﬁgl;;fﬁﬁﬁﬂﬁﬁEﬁ.z Our later review indicates that, the DSR for
storm drains in Albright was slightly overestimated. The need for the
supplement was for the approval to repair/replace catch basins which
had been omitted from the original DSR. They were omitted because the
catch basins were covered over by debris and gravel at the time the
DSRs were written, Delays in starting the work were due principally
to obtaining rights of entry and removal of debris from recalcitrant
landowners.

Changes in sidewalk width were made to correct an error by the original
inspector. Fill was required to fill in basements of homes destroyed
by the flood and to cover the storm drain at various locations.

Page 40 - Paragraph 4: Applicants expressed concern that they did not
have funds to pay all bills prior to submitting final claims. Subse-

quent to the report the State has established a revolving fund to loan
Puhblic Assistance applicants the balance of their claim. Interest is

1 percent.

Page 53 - last paragraph: In mid-December 1985, FEMA's housing staff
documented through reinspection and by checking with housing builders

in Eastern West Virginia, that some of the FEMA established unit prices,
while probably originally accurate, were now too low as a result of
price increases.

The 1000 referenced reinspections included some new applicants; applicants
who were withdrawn from the program because the housing inspector was not

able to contact them and who later contacted the field office; and second

inspections.

Page 64 - Paragraph 1: On the whole FEMA tends to believe that the
inspections were largely accurate and that the unavoidable probhlem was
price escalation due to excessive demand. We also question the appropri-
ateness of sending out the 2,166 letters asking applicants if they
received enough financial assistance. In retrospect, it probably would
have heen advisable to correct low unit prices and base supplementary
payments on this, unless the case file revealed obvious errors, as some
did.

Furthermore, some of the items omitted from the MR awards may have been
approved for IFG assistance. The State may not have provided the IFG
assistance at the time the reinspection questionnaire was received.

-3
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Page 55 - 3rd Paragraph through Page 56: Estimates for mobile homes and
pads needed were developed hefore the application/eligibility determina-
tion process was complete in order to save time. This is not the normal
procedure.

Now on pp. 43 and 44.

It should be noted that we were aggressively searching for rental resources.
The fundamental problem, however, was attempting to do this, and commit

on pad construction requirements, in the middle of Disaster Application
Center operations.

The other major factor, which contributed to our problem that was not
predicted and which affected the overbuilding of pads, was the large number
of eligible recipients of FEMA's housing program who withdrew and/or

took care of their housing needs by either 1iving with family or friends

or by purchasing a mobile home on their own. That number who withdrew was
Now on p. 47. 880, as documented in the penultimate paragraph on page 59. We built

327 pads which were not needed. (Interestingly enough, the figures show
that had it not been for the withdrawals, we would have seriously under-
built).

FEMA's previous disaster experience in West Virginia has primarily been
associated with the residents in the coal mining Appalachian Mountain
areas of Southern and Southwestern West Virginia. Devastating floods hit
this area on an average of once every five years. In a declared major
disaster in that portion of West Virginia, the affected population all
requested a FEMA mobile home. The vast majority of individuals affected
by the West Virginia November 1985 floods were first time disaster vic-
tims. Rather than spend the winter in a FEMA mobile home, under
"crowded" conditions encountered in a FEMA mobile home group site, many
of these people solved their temporary housing needs through other means.

See comment 9. About the only things that can be done to avoid this problem is to closely
‘ monitor the size of the requirement as time passed (the requirement was
monitored, as previously explained; the missing ingredient was the time
permitted to define that requirement), and incremental contracting and
development. Both were done to a degree.

See comment 10. Page 81 - Line 3: After "underwriting policies;", please insert
Now on p. 62 adjusts insurance claims;".
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See comment 11,

Enclosure 2

GENERAL RESPONSES AND/OR COMMENTS
TO THE GAQ REPORT ENTITLED

Disaster Assistance: Response to West Virginis's

1985 Flood Shows Need For Improvements

General Comments on Chapter 2, Disaster Planning and
Disaster Warning Systems Need Improvement:

In general, the draft report findings seem to be fair and accurate with
regard to civil defense programs or systems; however, it is recommended
that the report recognize the responsibilities of State and local govern-
ments in the protection of the population and not place so much of the
focus on a lack of Federal funding. A lack of funds does not excuse
local and State governments from a responsibility to protect the public
nor should the lack of Federal funding be seen as a real block to solving
problems.

The findings in the report concerning deficiencies in emergency operations
planning and preparedness certainly come as no surprise to FEMA, We have
repeatedly called attention to the low and declining condition of the United
States' civil defense capabilities and have tried to make the point that,
if used properly, the Federal funding available to support emergency
operations planning can provide a sound basis for a capability to cope

with national security emergencies as well as with large-scale natural and
technological disasters. This presupposes, however, that State and local
governments will continue to provide adequate support for the day-to-day
planning needs of their emergency services departments and agencies, i.e.,
police, fire, civil defense, public works, etc. For example, it appeared
in the draft GAO report that the Emergency Broadcast System warning systems
worked; however, pubiic awareness and knowledge of what to do appears
lacking, which means that the potential effectiveness of the system cannot
be attained,

President Reagan has reemphasized in National Security Decision Directive
259 that State and local governments have the primary responsibility for
developing their capabilities for peacetime emergencies. State and local
officials must understand that the Federal funding available is barely
adequate to provide for the necessary planning to support coordinative
mechanisms that would make it possible to marshal and channel existing
emergency response capabilities to deal with very large-~scale emergencies,
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General Comments on Chapter 3

Public Assistance Programs Encountered Prohlems:

Chapter 3 has been written in a manner which leaves the impression that
procedures followed by FEMA with respect to review of applications and
final payments were too restrictive. There was no acknowledgement of
the fact that the West Virginia disaster was very complex and occurred
during a period when FEMA's limited resources were taxed to the breaking
point by the declaration of 15 major disasters during September through
November 1985, The number of DSRs processed in these 15 disasters
totaled over 15,000 and eligible damage exceeded $275 million.

See comment 12,

FEMA acknowledges that processing of project applications in West
Virginia took longer than FEMA would like, For a number of years FEMA
has been proposing an improvement which we believe would result in a
significant reduction in time required for project application processing
and would also provide increased funding to applicants much sooner.
However, that improvement requires a legislative change to allow payment
for individual small projects based on Federal estimates rather than
actual eligible costs. Such a change would have allowed FEMA to immedi-
ately make final payment on over 2150 individual projects in the West
Virginia disaster. Although this would be a significant improvement, it
is not currently included in HR 2707 or S$-1453 which would amend the
Disaster Relief Act of 1974, PL 93-288,

General Comments on Chapter 4, FEMA's Individual Assistance
Programs Experienced Difficulties:

|
Prior to West Virginia, FEMA constructed thousands of mobile home pads
without experiencing problems of this magnitude. What separated this
operation from the others was the pressure put on the staff by the
impending winter and the countless groups demanding that FEMA "do
something." Normally, mobile home setups proceed at a much more
deliberate pace, which allows adjustments to be made as the operation
progresses. Accordingly, we believe that the mobile home experience
in West Virginia was a largely uncontrollahle aberration and should he
treated as such.

See comment 13
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GAO Comments

The following are GAO’s comments on the FEMA Director’s letter dated
October 7, 1987.

1. This FEMA comment responds to a WvOES statement that local officials
believe that there is too much paperwork required by FEMA’s multi-year
planning process. While we have no comment on FEMA's opinion that
jurisdictions should be able to perform basic emergency planning and
management functions if they are to receive federal funding, we have
added a sentence to chapter 2 noting that FEMA is trying to minimize
paperwork requirements involved in the multi-year development plan.

2. As we noted in our draft report, it was FEMA, and not GAO, that said
that the process would take longer. In response to FEMA’S comments, we
have clarified FEMA’s earlier statement contained on page 37 of the draft
report regarding the loss of disaster assistance employees. FEMA stated
that it now believes that the loss of these employees in the regional
offices should not delay the processing of supplemental project applica-
tions because the Agency has been authorized to hire additional perma-
nent full-time personnel to handle such applications.

3. As stated on page 38 of our draft report, the initial cost estimate for
the Rowlesburg sewerage system project was understated. FEMA’s com-
ments acknowledge that the initial damage survey report did not iden-
tify the full extent of the required repairs. Consequently, as our draft
report stated, supplemental damage survey reports were prepared
which increased the project’s cost by $333,150—a 389-percent increase.

4. We have added a sentence to chapter 3 to include FEMA's comment
regarding the work that was being performed on the Rowlesburg
project.

5. We agree with FEMA’s comment that the damage survey report’s esti-
mates for storm drains in Albright were overestimated. FEMA, however,
also states that the original scope of work omitted other items that
needed repair. Since the initial scope of work was incomplete and the
cost of the additional items more than offset the overstated amounts for
items contained in the initial damage survey report, we concluded that
the cost of the project, as a whole, was initially understated.

6. We have added a footnote to chapter 3 describing the state’s new

revolving fund for public assistance applicants in response to FEMA’s
comments.
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7. We have added a footnote to chapter 4 to indicate that a more recent
FEMA review of the minimal repair program’s operations indicates that
the 1,000 inspections that a FEMA official described as “‘reinspections’
included some new applications; applications which were withdrawn
from the program because the housing inspector was unable to contact
the applicants, who later contacted the field office; and second
inspections.

8. We have made revisions to reflect FEMA’s belief that escalation in
repair costs was caused by excessive demand.

9. We have added a paragraph to chapter 4 to include FEMA’s statement
on how overbuilding of mobile home sites can be avoided.

10. We have expanded our description of the role of the Federal Insur-
ance Administration in chapter 6 to include the adjustment of insurance
claims, as FEMA suggested.

11. We agree with FEMA that the state and local governments have the
primary responsibility for developing their capabilities for peacetime
emergencies. Our report, however, discusses the special problems caused
by a lack of federal support for emergency operations planning and
preparedness as highlighted in areas with inadequate state and/or local
resources. Such areas would include the portions of West Virginia devas-
tated by the November 1985 flood.

12. We have added sentences to chapter 3 to acknowledge FEMA’s heavy
workload at the time of the West Virginia disaster in response to FEMA's
comment.

13. We have added a paragraph to chapter 4 to reflect FEMA’s comment
that the mobile home operations in West Virginia were not typical of its
normal mobile home operations. We acknowledge the difficulties FEMA
faced in West Virginia and believe FEMA’s expanded mobile home
instructions should help FEMA avoid similar problems in future disasters.
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DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY

OFFICE OF THE ASSISTANT SECRETARY
WASHINGTON, DC 20310-0103

14007 1987

Mr. J. Dexter Peach

Assistant Comptroller General,
Resources, Community and
Economic Development Division

U. S. General Accounting Office

Washington, D. C. 20548

Dear Mr. Peach:

This is the Department of Defense (DoD) response to the
General Accounting Office (GAO) draft report, "DISASTER
ASSISTANCE: Response to West Virginia's 1985 Flood Shows
Need for Improvements" dated, August 10, 1987, (GAO Code
068245), OSD Case 7377. The DoD generally agrees with the
draft report.

i Specific responses to the relevant findings and
! recommendations contained in the draft report are enclosed.
The DoD appreciates the opportunity to comment on the draft

| report.
Sincerely,
Slrts Déa A, Fug
John S. Doyle, Jr.
Acting//Assistant Secretary of the Army
(Civil Works)
Enclosure
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wa onp 1andpp. 10to 16.

DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE COMMENTS ON
GAO DRAFT REPORT < DATED AUGUST 10, 1987
(GAO CODE 068245), 0OSD CASE 7377

"DISASTER ASSISTANCE: RESPONSE TO WEST VIRGINIA'S 1985
FLOOD SHOWS NEED FOR IMPROVEMENTS"

* Kk k *x Kk X

FINDINGS

FINDING A: Federal Agency Responses To the November 1985 West
Virginia Flood. The GAO reported that in November 1985,

serious flooding impacted West Virginia, prompting the Federal
Government to respond with many types of assistance. According to
the GAO, the primary Federal responsibility for responding to such
disasters lies with the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA)., According to the GAO, under the Disaster Relief Act of
1974, the FEMA plays a key role in advising the President prior to
the declaration of a major disaster and then in coordinating the
subsequent Federal assistance. The GAO found that the FEMA
responded promptly to the request for a disaster declaration in
West Virginia and began recovery operations quickly. In addition,
the GAO found that several other Federal agencies were responsible
for providing assistance to West Virginia. The GAO observed that
among those other agencies having responsibility were the Soil
Conservation Service (SCS) and the Army Corps of Engineers (COE),
The GAO reported that these two agencies provided assistance with
debris removal and stream restoration. The GAO found that the
Federal Government provided about $285 million in assistance in
response to the West Virginia flood, including about $2.8 million
provided by the COE. (p. 1, pp. 9+16/GAO Draft Report)

DOD RESPONSE: Concur,

FINDING B: Timeliness Of Direct Federal Assistance To West
Virginia. The GAO reported that both the SCS and the COE provided
direct Federal assistance to West Virginia, mostly in the form of
debris removal and stream restoration. The GAO found that the SCS
began work almost immediately after the disaster, having
determined that the conditions called for immediate Federal
action. The GAO further found, however, that the COE did not
start debris removal until two weeks after the disaster was
declared. According to the GAO, this delay occurred because, at
the time of the November 1985 flood, the COE did not have the
authority to provide debris removal assistance until requested to
do so by the FEMA. The GAO concluded that since the state did not
request assistance from the FEMA for help in debris removal until
nearly two weeks after the President declared a major disaster,
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the COE had to delay its assistance until it was specifically
requested by the FEMA. The GAO pointed out that once the state
request was received, however, both the FEMA and the COE responded
quickly with assistance. The GAO noted that the COE did have
authority under Public Law 84-99 to immediately perform limited
assistance work, and three such projects were carried out. In
addition, the GAO observed that, in November 1986, Public
Law 99-662 expanded the authority of the COE to respond to
disasters without waiting for a FEMA request. The GAO reported
that, according to COE officials, the COE plans to coordinate the
detailed guidance on this new authority with the FEMA by
Now on pp. 2to 4, p. 28 and December 1987. (pp. 2-3, p. 33, pp. 42-44/GAO Draft Report)
pp. 35 to 37 .
DOD RESPONSE: Concur. While the facts as presented by the GAO
are generally correct, the fact that the Corps of Engineers and
the Soil Conservation Service responded to the emergency with
equal promptitude is obscured. The Corps of Engineers began
emergency work the day following the flooding event, using its
authority under Public Law 84-99, The Soil Conservation Service
efforts immediately following the flood were initiated under its
own emergency authorities and were limited to removal of debris
from stream channels and only for the immediate protection of life
and property. The SCS does not have authority to perform general
; debris removal following a flood but, rather, must await tasking
! by the FEMA as does the Corps. In Presidentially declared
disasters, it is incumbent upon the State to request assistance in
areas it is unable to respond. The State did not make its request
to the FEMA for debris removal until approximately two weeks after
the President's declaration. Upon receipt of the state's request,
the FEMA promptly tasked the Corps of Engineers with general
debris removal and contractors were working onsite the day
following tasking.

The references to the new authority given the Corps of
Engineers under Public Law 99-~662 are not applicable to the events
of the West Virginia flood. If reference to this new authority is
retained, it should be revised to remove the implication that,
with that authority, the Corps would have initiated general debris
clearance sooner. Public Law 99-662 provides limited authority
for emergency work which is essential for the preservation of life
and improved property. This does not, however, apply to general
debris clearance.

FINDING C: COE Projects For Debris Removal. The GAO reported
that, when the FEMA approved the West Virginia request for
assistance, it authorized the COE to incur costs of up to

$10 million on debris removal activities. The GAO found that the
COE awarded a total of 46 contracts in connection with the West
Virginia assistance, involving a total cost of $2.6 million, with
an additional administrative expense of about $400,000. The GAO
also found, however, that although all 46 contracts were completed
as of July 1986, the COE did not advise the FEMA until early
January 1987, that it would not need about $7 million of the
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$10 million authorized by the FEMA. The GAO obgerved that the
FEMA did not monitor the need for the funds by the COE. The GAO
pointed out that, although the FEMA did not give the funds to the
COE, they were obligated for use by the COE, and thus not
available for other FEMA uses between July 1986 and January 1987.
The GAO reported that FEMA officials recognized the need to more
closely monitor Federal Agency need for FEMA funds, (p. 3, p. 33,
Now on p. 4, p. 28, and pp. 43-44/GA0 Draft Report)

. d 37
pp. 36 and 3 DOD RESPONSE: Concur.

RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATION 1: The GAO recommended that the Director, FEMA, in
conjunction with the states, determine whether intrastate regional
emergency operations planning is feasible and potentially more
effective than the current concept of having each county develop
Now on pp. 4 and 27. its own plan. (p. 4, p. 32/GAO Draft Report)

DOD RESPONSE: Concur.

RECOMMENDATION 2: The GAO recommended that the Secretary of
Commerce direct the Assistant Administrator for Weather Services
to develop alternative actions, such as cost sharing, to maintain
the integrated flood observing and warning system if counties are
Now on pp. 4 and 27. unable to fund the needed maintenance. (p. 4, p. 32/GAO Draft
Report)

DOD RESPONSE: Concur.

RECOMMENDATION 3: The GAO recommended that the Director, FEMA,
pursue development of standards for how long the public assistance
application process should take to better enable the FEMA to
identify oportunities to improve the timeliness of the process.

Now on pp. 4 and 37. (p. 4, p. 45/GA0 Draft Report)

DOD RESPONSE: Concur.
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SEP21 1087

Mr. J. Dexter Peach

Assistant Comptroller General

Resources, Community, and
Economic Development Division

United States General
Accounting Office

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Peach:

This is in reply to GAO's letter ot August 7, 1987 requesting
comments on the dratt report entitled "Disaster Assistance:
Response to West Virginia's 1985 Flood Shows Need tor

Improvements."

We have reviewed the enclosed comments ot the Assistant Secretary
tor Oceans and Atmosphere and believe they are responsive to the

matters discussed in the report.

Sincerely,

At

Kay low
Assistant Secretary
tor Administration

Enclosure

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
The Assistant Secretary for Administration
Washington, D C 20230
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
The Assistant Secretary

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
Washington, D.C. 20230

SEP21 1987

Mr. J. Dexter Peach

Assistant Comptroller General
General Accountinyg Office
Washington, D.C. 205438

Dear Mr. Peach:

Thank you for your letter to Actlng Secretary Clarence Brown
regarding the review of your draft report on DISASTER
ASS1IS8TANCE: Response to West Virginia's 1985 Flood Shows Need
Tor Improvements. My comments are restricted to those portlons
of the report dealing with disaster warning systems.

The draft report implies, especlally in the summary, that the
integrated Flood Observatlon and Warnlng System (IFLOWS) did not
perform well in the 1985 flood. 1ln fact, L1FLOWS was not yet
operational 1n the flood disaster area 1n West Virglinla at that
time. ‘'he final report should clarify that 1FLUWS beygan
operations subsequent to the flood.

The drat't report ralsed two 1ssues pertaining to the future
operation of LFLOWS 1in West Virginla. ''ne first concern is the
countles' ability to use the L[FLOWS computer equipment
effectively, and the second concern is the National Weather
sService (NWS) maintenance policy.

The West Virginia Offlce of Emergency Services (WVOES), in
cooperation with the NWS and the West Virginia University
Cooperative Extension Service, conducted an IFLOWS workshop for
county emergency services dlrectors on August 21, 1987. Also
material 1s belnyg prepared to establish separate classes for
t'lood warning coordinators and tor IFLOWS computer operators. We
are hopeful that this type of continuing training together with
egyulpment replacement and upgrades descrlbed below, will, over
time, lmprove the countles' ability to effectively use [FLOWS
equlpment.

The present IFLOWS maintenance pollcy has not changed since the
inception of the program in 1979. Under the terms of the memo-
randum of understanding (MOU) between NWS and particlpating
IFLOWS states, NWS provides technical support and funds for the
fnitial capltal and installation costs for equlpment, major
eyulpment replacement or upgrading in comlng years, and improved
centrallized forecast and analysis activities. Unce a4 system is
determined to be operational, the states and counties assume the
responsiblility and cost ot maintaining all the eguipment which

THE DEPUTY ADMINISTRATOR Yu’“m.m.w
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they have purchased, Including eyulpment which may have been
purchased directly by NWS to support the state/county portion of
IFLOWS (see enclosure I for an expanded description of this
policy).

As explalned in enclosure 1, the NWS provided funding for all
state and county malntenance during the developmental phase of
LFLOWS (1980-1986). In 1985 and 1986, Congress approved one-time
money to support the expansion of IFLOWS in West Virginia and
other particlipating states. The NWS contlinues to maintain all
1FLOWS equipment 1in its offices, as well as various IFLOWS
communication links between the NWS and the [FLOWS network.

As your drat't report mentions, there may be some counties which
may not be willing or able to pay for the reyuired maintenance
and, a8 a result, system effectiveness may suffer. NWS recog-
nizes the limitations of county budgets and has an ongolng effort
to Improve the maintainabllity of IFLOWS eyulipment. One of the
major efforts now under way 1s to install solar panels on rain
gages to extend battery life thereby reduclng malntenance

calls. NWS 1is hopeful that the effect of egulpment upgrades and
tralning programs will help relieve the counties' budgetary
concerns.

We expect there may stlll be a few counties, which are
strateglically located for effectively monitoring the statewlde
t'lood potential, which may not be willing or able to pay for
[FLOWS malntenance. NWS will, 1in cooperation with the state,
evaluate on a case-by-case basis, the merlt and level of support
required to provide basln-wide flood observing and warning
continuity. The NWS will then negotiate with the state the
appropriate level of funding each will contribute.

|
|
i
!

For your reference, 1 have included the operational status of the
West Virginia 1FLOWS program as of July 30, 1987 (Enclosure [1).

Sincerely,

J. Curtls Mack, II

knclosures
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Enclosure I

IFLOWS MAINTENANCE POLICY

Under the terms of the memoranda of understanding (MOU) between
National Weather Service (NWS) and participating IFLOWS states,
NWS provides technical support and funds for the initial capital
and installation costs for equipment, for major equipment
replacement or upgrading in coming years, and for improved, cen-
tralized forecast and analysis activities. Once a system is
determined to be operational, the states assume the responsibil-
ity and cost of maintaining all the equipment which they have
purchased, including equipment which may have been purchased
directly by NWS to support the state/county portion of IFLOWS.

At the request of participating states, NWS agreed to provide
temporary funding for maintenance and operation until the system
was installed and malfunctions associated with establishing the
system were corrected. In mid-1984, a January 1, 1987, date was
agreed upon as the time by which systems could be supported by
the states and counties and was established as a cutoff date for
maintenance funding by NWS. This was established with the early
participants (KY, WV, VA, PA), giving the states and NWS 2 to

3 years to jointly identify, report, and solve IFLOWS operational
problems associated with system implementation and operation.

During this period, participating states and NWS cooperatively
developed enhancements to reduce maintenance costs. Among these
enhancements funded by NWS were the development of computer soft-
ware to provide diagnostic information and the enhancement of
computer hardware to provide a more efficient computer work sta-
tion. Also, solar panels to reduce rain gage maintenance costs
were delivered in June 1987, New projects that are supported
with NWS base funds will include arrangements for providing main-
tenance of any equipment until that particular system being
implemented becomes operational. This is provided that the
grantor has established and maintains a reasonable timetable for
completing the installation.

In 1985 and 1986, Congress approved an amendment to a continuing
resolution which earmarked additional funds to be used specifi-
cally for expansion of IFLOWS in the areas hardest hit by the
devastating floods of November 4 and 5, 1985. The funds provided
for this emergency action were one-time monies which are to be
used exclusively to purchase and install IFLOWS equipment. The
funding required for maintenance is expected to be provided by
the state or local communities. While NWS intends to continue
its policy of funding for emergency maintenance situations as new
areas are introduced to IFLOWS, it has no funding available for
long-term maintenance of these IFLOWS systems. NWS will provide
funding for hardware and software upgrades, as necessary, and
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expects the states to provide information regarding their
priority needs in these areas. Funds for these purposes will
only be distributed when NWS determines that an upgrade to an
existing piece of equipment is reasonable and necessary. Funds
will not be provided for routine maintenance of existing
equipment or repairs for individual units. Consideration for
major equipment replacement will be handled through a proposal to
the Configuration Management Committee, who will make awards
based on priority needs and availability of funds.
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Enclosure II

IFLOWS OPERATIONAL STATUS IN WEST VIRGINIA
July 30, 1987

In the IFLOWS program, operational means the counties are
receiving data from a network of radio reporting rain gages and
also have a voice communications system in place which can be
used to communicate with neighboring counties, the state Emer—
gency Operations Center (EOC), or National Weather Service (NWS)
offices. Of 15 original counties, 10 are fully operational.
They are Cabell, Fayette, Greenbrier, Jackson, Logan, Mason,
Mingo, Putnam, Raleigh, and Wayne.

All equipment is installed in Boone, McDowell, and Wyoming
Counties, which will become operational when the West Virginia
Emergency Medical Services (EMS) completes installation work at
its Kopperston microwave site. This work is expected to be com-
pleted no later than mid-September 1987.

All equipment is installed in Pocahontas County, but development
of a radio relay site is necessary to provide a tie-in with other
counties. Kanawha County had been fully operational but recently
has relocated to a site which will require additional radio
equipment. The necessary equipment for Pocahontas and Kanawha
Counties has been identified, and the procurement process has
begun.

The expansion counties which are being supported by special
congressional funds are in various stages of implementation. A
partial shipment of the rain gages for these counties has been
made to the EOC, with final delivery expected by August 1,

1987. Of the approximately 200 new gage sites for the expansion
counties, 38 landowner agreements have been obtained, and another
20 are near approval. The computers for the expansion counties
have been shipped to county EOC's and are expected to be
installed beginning in August. Remaining communication equip-
ment, such as radio transceivers and antennas, have been
identified but not yet purchased. These counties are: Barbour,
Berkeley, Braxton, Calhoun, Doddridge, Gilmer, Grant, Hampshire,
Hardy, Harrison, Jefferson, Lewis, Marion, Marshall, Mineral,
Nicholas, Monongalia, Morgan, Ohio, Pendleton, Preston, Randolph,
Taylor, Tucker, Tyler, Upshur, and Webster. Lincoln and Mercer
Counties had declined to participate in IFLOWS several years ago
but have recently reversed their decisions, and their status is
identical to the 27 expansion counties mentioned above. Summers
and Monroe Counties have been approached, but both have declined
participation for lack of maintenance funds. It is possible,
however, that the volunteer fire organization in Summers County
will fund the project and negotiations are pending.
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STATE OF WEST VIRGINIA
OFFICE OF THE GOVERNOR
CHARLESTON 25305

September 4, 1387

ARCH A MOORE, JR
GOVEANOR

Mr. J. Dexter Peach

Assistant Comptroller General

Resources, Community and Economic
Development Division

United States General Accounting Office

Washington, D. C. 20548

Dear Mr. Peach:

On behalf of the State of West Virginia, I wish to make the
following comments concerning the draft report which you sent to
me on DISASTER ASSISTANCE: Response to West Virginia's 1985 Flood
J Shows Need for Improvements.

I realize that there are no recommendations contained in the
draft report which are addressed to our State's activities during
this tragic flood disaster. However, I do believe that
clarifications must be made regarding some of the comments in
this document. 1f not, then gross misunderstandings and
misrepresentations could occur.

Now ¢n pp. 4 and 33 On Page 3 and Page 40, there are statements relating to
See comments 1 and 2. supposed delays in the public assistance payment process because
of review and approval being required by the Governor's Office.
A small selection of payment requests - 40 out of more than 1,006

- from only two of the twenty-nine flood disaster designated
counties were considered.

See comments 1 and 2. Based upon this minute sample, the draft report states that
these payments were not made as fast as in previous disasters in
West Virginia. There is no mention made that this one thousand
vyear flood has had total expenditures of hundreds of millions of
dollars as opposed to the greatest previous disaster expenditure
of approximately $20 million.

With the magnitude of this flood, 1 decided that the normal
State government payment process was just not good enough.
Therefore, 1 took action to expedite the public assistance
' payments and also give them closer attention, Even your draft
report admits on Page 40 that the expedited process was faster.

See qj:ommem 3. Nowonp 33.
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OFFICE OF THE GOVERNOR

Mr. J. Dexter Peach

Page Two
See comment 4 In addition, your document did not take into consideration
other legitimate reasons for this supposedly slower process, such
as:
1. 1f further research had been done on the slowest
Now on p. 33. payment of 55 days mentioned on Page 40 of your draft
report, you would have found that the applicant made a
mistake on the Request for Payment form which forced
the Public Assistance Office to return the request to
the applicant. In addition, the applicant failed to
immediately correct the mistake and return it to the
Public Assistance Office.
2. In many cases, there was initially no signature on the

public assistance form and it had to be sent back so
that the proper local official could sign it.

3. On some forms, the federal government payment
percentage calculation was incorrect which necessitated
the return of the form for the figures to be re-
computed so that the appropriate expenditure of federal
funds was made.

4, Numerous public assistance forms contained project
figures which did not add up to the correct total.
Again, the forms were returned to the applicant to make
the necessary corrections.

See comment 5. 5. According to the head of the West Virginia Office of
Emergency Services, no such remarks on this subject, as
were attributed in your draft report to "WVOES
officials" were ever made.

As can be seen from this information, the State of West
virginia and its local subdivisions responded in an expedited
fashion and in a manner which guaranteed that the State's
oversight responsibilities were handled in a professional way.
See comment 6. A statistically invalid sample and a lack of thorough review by
the federal government cannot be used as justification to attack
the State's achievement of excellent service to its citizens and
governmental entities during a disaster of unpredictable and
extraordinary proportions.
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OFFICE OF THE GOVERNOR

My fellow West Virginians and I strongly urge you to remove
the above mentioned language from your draft report prior to its
finalization. Such inaccurate and unsubstantiated comments have
no place in a document which is supposed to be helpful in better
dealing with future disaster situations.

Thank you for your cooperation and consideration. 1 look
forward to receiving your final report.

Sincerely yours,

Zdh&%«« 7

Arch A. Moore, A
Governor

AAMJIr/jf
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GAO Comments

The following are GAO’s comments on the Governor of West Virginia’s
letter dated September 4, 1987.

1. As stated on page 40 of our draft report, state officials told us that
payments were not made as fast in this disaster as in previous disasters.
These officials were the Acting Director of WVOES, the public assistance
planner, and staff in the Administrative Support Services Division. The
statement is not a GAO conclusion and was not based on the payments we
reviewed. Because previous West Virginia disasters were not included in
the scope of this review, we relied on state officials to comment on their
relative performance. We are not rendering a judgment on that
performance.

2. The 40 payments we selected for detailed review represented all the
requests available at the time of our review for Preston and Tucker
Jounties—two of the hardest hit counties in the November 1985 flood.
These payments were never intended to be representative of the state’s
experience in the disaster.

We do acknowledge, as the letter suggests, the magnitude of the flood.
We note further that the extraordinary nature of the flood makes it dif-
ficult to identify how long it should have taken the state to make public
assistance payments. We are therefore not rendering a judgment on the
state’s performance regarding this issue.

3. Page 40 of our draft report states that, according to state officials,
payments to public assistance applicants were made faster than normal
payments. Again, this is not a GA0 conclusion and it is not based on a Gao
sample. This assessment was that of officials in the Governor’s Office
and an Assistant Director in the state’s Auditor’s Office.

4. Items 1 through 4 may partially explain why the total average time to
process a payment was 26 days, but we do not believe that they explain
the average of 11 days that each payment was in the Governor’s Office.
We believe that the state’s public assistance office should have identi-
fied such errors and had them corrected in accordance with its estab-
lished procedures before the payment requests were sent to the
Governor’s Office.
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5. Our statements on page 40 of the draft report which we attributed to
state and WVOES officials were provided during interviews with an offi-
cial in the Governor’s Office and with the Director of wvoEs Administra-
tive Support Services Division —who was also the Acting Director of
WVOES at the time—and his staff.

6. We disagree with the state’s conclusion that there was a lack of thor-
ough review by our office. The cases we reviewed were selected and
analyzed in detail to determine how quickly the state was making public
assistance payments. We identified and isolated 19 individual actions in
the payment process and the average time it took to accomplish each
step for the 40 payments. Five of the 19 steps were added as a result of
requiring the requests and payments to be routed through the Gover-
nor’s Office. We did not, however, use the results of our sample to reach
any conclusions or to develop any recommendations.
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John Luke, Associate Director, (202) 275-6111

RGSOU.I'CQ.S, Richard Hart, Group Director
Communlty, and Charles Hessler, Advisor
Economic Vernesia Middleton, Typist
Development Division,

Washington, D.C.

. . . . Leonard Benson, Evaluator-in-Charge
Clnplnnatl Reglonal Henry W. Sudbrink II, Evaluator
Office Staff

. Richard Wade, Evaluator
Atl.anta Reglonal Marion Chastain, Evaluator
Office Staff

2U,5. G.P.0. 1988-201-749:60240

(068246) Page 90 GAO/RCED-88-5 West Virginia Flood



Requests for copies of GAO publications should be sent to:

U.S. General Accounting Office
Post Office Box 6015
Gaithersburg, Maryland 20877

Telephone 202-275-6241

The first five copies of each publication are free. Additional copies are
$2.00 each.

There is a 25% discount on orders for 100 or more copies mailed to a
single address.

Orders must be prepaid by cash or by check or money order made out to
the Superintendent of Documents.



United States

General Accounting Office
Washington, D.C. 20548
Official Business

Penalty for Private Use $300

'
i
!
|
T

Ah I ™

First-Class Mail |
Postage & Fees Paid
GAO

Permit No. G100






