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CongressionalRequesters
In responseto your requests, we examined the federal government’s,particularly the Federal
Emergency ManagementAgency’s (FJZMA),
performance ln responding to Hurricane Hugo and
the Loma Prieta earthquake in Septemberand October 1989, respectively. We also reviewed
state and local governments’and voluntary relief agencies’activities in California, North
Carolina, Puerto Rico, South Carolina, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.
Government agenciesat all levels-federal, state, and local-could have been better
prepared, and improvements in disaster managementare needed.We are making
recommendationsto the Director of FEMAand to the Congressand presenting matters for
congressionalconsideration.
As arranged with your offices, unless you publicly releaseits contents earlier, we plan no
further distribution of this report until 30 days after the date of this letter. At that time, we
will send copies to the Director of FEMAand the Governors ‘of California, North Carolina,
Puerto Rico, South Carolina, and the US, Virgin Islands.
This work was performed under the direction of John M. Ols, Jr., Director of Housing and
Community Development Issues(202) 276-6626.Other major contributors are listed in
appendix II.

J. Dexter Peach
Assistant Comptroller General

/
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B-242801
List of Requesters:
The Honorable J, Bennett Johnston, Chairman
Committee on Energy and Natural Resources
United States Senate
The Honorable Barbara A. Mikulski, Chair
Subcommittee on VA, HUD and Independent Agencies
Committee on Appropriations
United States Senate
The Honorable Ernest F. Hollings
United States Senate
The Honorable Robert A. Borski, Chairman
Subcommittee on Investigations and Oversight
Committee on Public Works and Transportation
House of Representatives
The Honorable John Conyers, Jr., Chairman
The Honorable Frank Horton, Ranking Minority Member
Committee on Government Operations
House of Representatives
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Executive Summary

Purpose

Hurricane Hugo, which struck the US. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, and
the Carolinas in September 1989, and California’s Loma Prieta earthquake, which occurred in October 1989, caused multibillion-dollar damages and hardship for hundreds of thousands of people. These two
major disasters represented an unprecedented challenge in the extent of
damage and demands for staff and other resources for the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA),which is charged with coordinating federal disaster assistance,
Concerned about the timeliness, efficiency, and coordination of the federal response,several Members of Congressasked GAO to examine how
FEMAand other federal agenciescarried out their responsibilities. To
respond to these requests, GAO reviewed federal, state, and local emergency management activities in California, North Carolina, Puerto Rico,
South Carolina, and the Virgin Islands.1

Background

Under the Stafford Disaster Relief Act (P.L. lOO-707),FEMAassists state
and local governments in preparedness, response,and recovery efforts.
After the President declares a disaster, F'EMA supplements the efforts
and resources of state and local governments and voluntary relief agencies, which are expected to be the first responders when a disaster
strikes. Emergency management includes three phases-preparedness,
response, and recovery. State and local governments prepare for disasters by developing emergency plans and conducting training, exercises,
and drills. In the response phase, local, state, federal, and voluntary
relief agenciesserve the victims’ immediate needs by providing such
items as food, shelter, and emergency power. FXMAdoes not have a
stockpile of materiel resources-such as generators-but can direct
other federal agenciesto provide staff, equipment, supplies, and other
resources. During recovery, federal assistance,such as grants and loans,
is provided to repair homes and public facilities.

Results in Brief

The severity of these nearly simultaneous disasters highlighted some
problem areas in all phases of disaster management-preparedness,
immediate response, and recovery. These problem areas need federal,
state, and local agencies’attention to help improve capabilities to
respond to future disasters.

lStates, as used in this report, include the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands.

Page 4

GAO/WED-9143

F’EMA’s Response to Natural Disaat~~~

Preparednessproblems were linked to weaknessesin state and local programs, as well as in FEMA’S
assistanceand overall guidance. These
problems included inadequate planning and training for recovery, low
participation by elected officials in training and exercises,inadequate or
no standard operating procedures for responseand recovery activities,
and inadequate coordination between several federal agencies.
Many inefficiencies were noted in the responsephase to Hurricane Hugo
and the Loma Prieta earthquake. These inefficiencies resulted from
staffing and coordination difficulties between agenciesat all levels.
Also, becauseFEMAis not authorized to assumethe state’s role as immediate responder, assistancewas delayed in somecases.Legislative action
may be neededto give FXMA such authority if it is to act as an immediate
responder in the future, when warranted and requested by the state.
State and federal agencies,including FJZMA,
did not managetheir
recovery activities as efficiently as possible. This resulted in delays in
providing assistanceand in duplicate payments for certain activities.
Also, legislation may be neededto clarify FEMA’S
role in responding to
disaster-related, long-term housing needs.
While FEMAfulfilled many aspectsof its basic mission of supplementing
state and local efforts, the severity of these disasters highlighted the
need for improvements in disaster managementat various levels of government. In this regard, officials of federal, state, local, and voluntary
relief agencieshave identified numerous areas needing improvement,
such as emergencycommunications,and additional staff. Many agencies
have already implemented or plan in the near future to implement corrective measuresdesignedto improve their performances in future
disasters.

Principal Findings
Disaster Preparedness
Varied
I

Preparednessis the most critical aspect of emergencymanagement
becauseit affects states’ability to respond to disasters. The federal government, primarily through FEMA,supplementsstate efforts by providing funding or guidance for plans, training, and exercises.However,
state participation is voluntary, and FEMAhas no practical means of
ensuring a certain level of state preparedness.
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GAO found

that the preparedness,and thus the capability, of the five
states varied. The extent of preparednessranged from a high level of
preparednessin California, which contributed to its ability to respond to
the earthquake, to a relatively low level of preparednessin the Virgin
Islands, which, together with the magnitude of the disaster, meant that
federal agencieshad to assumemuch of the role of first responder after
the hurricane struck becausethe territory could not organize an effective responseeffort.
Preparednessproblems were linked to weaknessesin state and local programs, as well as in FEMA’S
assistanceand overall guidance. These
problems included inadequate planning and training for recovery, low
participation by elected officials in training and exercises,inadequate or
no standard operating procedures for responseand recovery activities,
failure to correct problems identified during earlier training exercises,a
limited number of staff having the necessarydisaster assistanceskills,
and inadequate coordination between several federal agencies.

ResponseNeeds Met, but
Staffing and Coordination
Problems Existed

Generally, state and local governments and voluntary relief agencies
that are responsible for immediately responding to disasters fulfilled
their specific roles. For example, they evacuated citizens before the hurricane struck and provided emergencyservices,such as food and
shelter. Federal agenciesalso participated in these activities by assisting
states and local agencies.In North and South Carolina, for example,
FXMAofficials provided on-site technical assistancebefore Hurricane
Hugo struck. State officials in the five states said that FEMApromptly
satisfied nearly all state requests for essential items, such as food,
water, and generators. In fact, 80 percent of the 121 local emergency
managementofficials GAO surveyed said that no requested assistancefor
essential items was delayed long enough to hinder their ability to
respond effectively. In addition, 98 percent said their emergencyshelters were opened within 1 day of the disaster.
Federal and state officials, however, experiencedproblems in staffing
and coordinating the wide range of responseactivities. Therefore, the
immediate responsewas not as efficient as it could have been. In the
Virgin Islands, for example, the territorial government was not adequately prepared to carry out its responserole, and federal agencies
filled the gap by performing many of the duties generally carried out by
the state. In Puerto Rico, staffing shortages affected state government
agencies’ability to provide shelter. In South Carolina, coordination difficulties resulted becausetwo, rather than one, state emergencyoperation
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centers were opened,causing delays in initially filling a number of local
governments’requests for aid.

Staffing and Coordinati .on
Problems Hampered
Recovery Efforts

At the peak of recovery operations, F+EMA
employed about 3,360 people
in disaster relief activities in the 6 states, compared with the approximately 230 staff normally assignedto its disaster relief program. GAO
identified areas where FEMA'S managementof the recovery phase should
be improved-administration, agency coordination, and housing. For
example, in administration, federal, state, and voluntary relief agencies’
computer systems were incompatible, and these agencieshad to duplicate thousands of assistanceapplications and enter their data into their
computer systems,which resulted in delayed assistance.Coordination
difficulties surfaced in F-EMA'S relationship with several other federal
agencies.
FEMAalso had difficulty in addressingthe housing needsof low-income
disaster victims in California and the Caribbean. In California, about
4,000 low-income housing units were destroyed or severely damaged.
Thirteen months later, 114 units had been approved for funding. In
December1990, an agreementwas signed between FEMAand tenant
advocacy groups protesting delays in housing rehabilitation. This agreement requires FEMGto provide funds to replace 2,070 low-income
housing units made uninhabitable by the earthquake. In the Caribbean,
FFNAestablished “eligible-created resources”under which homeowners
were eligible for cash grants to build new homes.GAO concludedthat this
approach does not conform to the explicit requirements of the Stafford
Act. Ten months after the hurricane, about 400 families in the Virgin
Islands had not been provided with housing assistancefrom FEMA.

Lessons Learned and
Actions Planned

Agencies at all levels of government involved in disaster assistancehave
recognized,after these two disasters, the need for improvements in all
phasesof disaster operations. Further, many agencieshave already
implemented or soon plan to implement corrective measures.For
example, FXMAis currently modifying its training to more fully address
recovery needs.FEMAis also considering streamlining the processfor
providing individual assistance,and has increasedits reservist force.
South Carolina is taking steps to ensure that state and local elected officials receive proper training and instruction to help ensure that they
understand their roles and duties when a disaster strikes. At the local
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level, a South Carolina county recognizeda need for better communications between the state and local levels of government and is working
with the state to improve this situation.

Recommendations

To help ensure that federal, state, and local agenciesare better prepared
to respond to disasters, GAO is making recommendationsto the Director
of FEMAto improve disaster-related administration, training, and coordination activities. GAO is also recommendingthat the Congresseither (1)
clarify the portions of the Stafford Act concerningthe Department of
Housing and Urban Development’s(HUD) role in providing housing assistance to disaster victims or (2) amend housing legislation to provide
appropriations to HUD for disaster assistance.

Matters for
Congressional
Consideration

The Congressmay wish to consider providing FEMAwith authority to
perform as a first responseagency, where such assistanceis warranted,
and should consider authorizing FEMA to institute approachesthat provide permanent, rather than temporary, housing to disaster victims.
Such authority should be available only where special circumstances
make it impracticable to provide temporary housing.

Agency Comments

As requested, GAO did not request written commentson a draft of this
report. However, GAO discussedthe factual information with the federal
and state agencies,and they generally agreed with the information
presented. FEMA disagreed with GAO'S conclusion concerning the eligiblecreated resourcesapproach. GAO concludedthat this method of meeting
homeowners’needs does not conform to the Stafford Act’s requirements
becausehousing is made available on a permanent instead of temporary
basis. FEMA has taken the position that the Stafford Act provides the
flexibility to use eligible-created resourcesfor housing needs.In addition, the Virgin Islands took issue with GAO'S description of its role of
first responder. As a result, GAO added information to the report to
reflect its views.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

During Septemberand October 1989, the United States experiencedtwo
of the worst natural disasters in its history-Hurricane Hugo and California’s Loma Prieta earthquake. Hurricane Hugo was one of the most
devastating and costly hurricanes ever to strike the United States and
its territories. It struck the U.S. Virgin Islands on September17,1989,
with winds in excessof 140 miles per hour. The storm passeddirectly
over St. Croix and Puerto Rico, and on September22 it hit the coast of
South Carolina. It then continued through North Carolina.
About a month later-on October 17,1989-the Loma Prieta earthquake struck northern California. It measured7.1 on the Richter scalethe strongest earthquake to strike the San Francisco Bay area since
1906. The main shock lasted 7 to 10 secondsand was felt over a
400,000-square-milearea. Estimated damageof more than $6 billion was
reported from Sacramentoto Monterey, with severe damagein Alameda, San Francisco, and Santa Cruz counties. State and local emergency managementagencies,as well as voluntary relief agencies,are
expected to be the first agenciesto respond to the needscausedby natural disasters. FEMAand other federal agenciessupplement these efforts.

Damage Caused by
Hurricane Hugo and
the Loma Prieta
Earthquake

and local agenciesfaced extraordinary challengesto provide the services and supplies neededto help those affected by the disasters and to
rebuild housing and public facilities, In an average disaster,’the Federal
Emergency ManagementAgency (FEMA)estimates that about 2,600 individuals and families apply for federal disaster assistance,and FEMA
would spend about $10 million. In contrast, after Hurricane Hugo and
the Loma Prieta earthquake, about 400,000 individuals and families
requested assistance.FEMA’S estimated expenditures for these disasters,
as of December12, 1990, amounted to over $2 billion, as shown in table
1.1.

‘Although a natural disaster may strike several states, the President considers each state individually
for msjor disaster declarations. Accordingly, Hurricane Hugo resulted in four major disaster
declarations.
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Table 1.1: FEMA’s Estimated
Expenditures and Dlaburclemont8 for
Hurrlcans Hugo end the Loma Prleta
Earthquake

Location

Estimated expenditures

California
North Carolina
Puerto Rico
South Carolina
Virgin islands

Disbursements

$528,335,000
59,000,000
702,810,OOO
407,000,000
452,000,OOO

$2,149,145,000

Total

$125,973,915
36,214,130
462,847,960
263,130,304
193,154,755

$1,081,321,064

Note: Data are as of Dec. 12, 1990.
Source: Compiled by GAO from FEMA data.

Table 1.2 shows the amount paid to hurricane victims who were covered
under the National Flood Insurance Program.2Payments from this program are derived from insurance premiums paid by the policyholders.
Table 1.2: Payments to Victims of
Hurricane Hugo Through FEMA’r
Natlonal Flood Insurance Program

Location

Total
claims

Claims
paid

Total
payments

Average
payment

1,146

$5,911,548
2,435,101
349,849,234
5624,572
$363,820,455

$6,787
5,585
30,916
17,856
$28,120

North Carolina
Puerto Rico
South Carolina
Virgin Islands

644
14,668
505

871
436
11,316
315

Total

16,903

12,938

Note: Data are as of Nov. 15, 1990.
Source: FEMA.

In addition, other federal agencies,including the Departments of Agriculture, Education, and Transportation and the Small BusinessAdministration (SBA), have projected expenditures of about $1.6 billion for these
disasters, as of September7,199O.

E3nergency
Management Includes
Three Phases

Emergencymanagementoperations for disasters include three phases:
(1) preparedness,(2) response,and (3) recovery. In the preparedness
phase, state and local governments administer emergencypreparedness
programs with ongoing activities to help ensure that they are ready to
respond to disasters. Their programs include preparation of emergency
operations plans and participation in training and disaster exercisesthat
2The National Flood Insurance F’rogran~is a federal program, administered by FEMA, that provides
property owners with flood insurance. The program is designed to provide an alternative to disaster
assistance.
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simulate actions before and after a disaster. FEMApartially funds emergency preparednessprograms. In fiscal years 1989 and 1990, FEMAprovided over $94 million each year to states for their programs’emergency
preparednessactivities.
During the responsephase, local, state, federal, and voluntary relief
agenciesaddress emergencyneeds.Among other things, they provide
food and shelter, and restore electric power. Oncethe immediate disaster responseis underway, agenciesbegin the recovery phase. The
recovery phase involves such activities as funding the repair of houses
and public facilities and providing assistanceto individuals and businessesfor damages.

Many Agencies
Provide Assistance

When a disaster threatens or strikes, responsibility for protection, relief,
and recovery initially resides with the individuals and institutions
affected, with aid from state and local governments and voluntary relief
agencies.When these resourcesare inadequate, the governor can
request federal assistance.The disaster relief program, managedby
FEMA,is the primary source of federal aid. The President declaresmajor
disasters under the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency
AssistanceAct (P.L. lOO-707),as amended,under which federal assistance supplementsthe efforts and resourcesof state and local governments and voluntary relief agencies.The 1988 act made substantial
changesto prior disaster relief legislation; in particular, it expanded eligibility and increased funding in both individual and public assistance
programs.
FEMA’pre-disaster
S
activities include assisting, reviewing, and providing
funds for state emergencypreparednessactivities. In the response
phase, FEMA monitors potential or actual disasters, assessesdamages,
and prepares a recommendationfor a disaster declaration after the governor determines that the magnitude of the situation exceedsthe state’s
capabilities. FEMAmay also identify a location for the disaster field
office, which serves as a focal point for FEMA’coordination
S
activities
and supports other federal, state, and voluntary relief agenciesas well.
FEMAalso coordinates with local governments to identify locations for
disaster application centers, which provide central locations within the
affected area for individuals, families, and businessesto apply for aid.
After the declaration, FEMA and the state sign an agreementdescribing
the terms and conditions governing federal disaster assistance.The
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agreementlists the counties eligible for assistance;stipulates any division of costs among federal, state, and local governments, and other conditions of assistance;and specifies the period officially recognizedas the
duration of the disaster.
Following a presidential declaration, individuals, as well as public and
nonprofit entities, are eligible for federal grants and/or loans. To obtain
assistance,disaster victims must apply to different federal, state, and
voluntary relief agenciesthat determine the types and amounts of assistance to be provided.

Assistance for Individuals
and Families

Individuals and families seeking assistancemust often apply to several
different agenciesfor assistance.Victims whose immediate needs are
not met by voluntary relief organizations, such as the Red Cross and the
Salvation Army, can register with FEMAby telephone or in person at one
of the disaster application centers, where representatives of federal,
state, local, and voluntary relief agenciesprovide information and offer
assistance.For example, after a person applies for housing assistance,
FJNAinspects the property to verify the extent of damage.Under its
temporary housing program, FEMAcan provide (1) a grant (generally not
to exceed $6,000) to make minimal repairs to restore habitability;3 (2)
rental assistance,generally for 1 to 3 months, but up to 18 months; (3) a
mobile home for up to 18 months if other rental housing is not available;
or (4) readily fabricated housing (used only in the Caribbean and Pacific
islands). If FEMAcannot satisfy the victims’temporary housing needs,it
refers them to SBA or, as appropriate, to other programs. For example,
victims whose homes are damagedbeyond the FEMAallowance for minimal home repairs or who seek assistancefor damageto personal property are referred to SBA’S disaster loan program.
lends up to $100,000 for real property damageand up to $20,000 for
personal property. SBA inspects the property to verify the extent of
damage,determines whether the applicant has the ability to repay the
loan, and if the applicant qualifies, offers either an 8-percent loan for 3
years or a $-percent loan for 30 years.

SBA

Applicants who do not qualify for SBA loans are referred to the Individual and Family Grant (IFG) program. The IF% program is administered
by the state, with the federal government providing 76 percent of the
%I a caseby-case basis, FEM.4 authorized a $10,000 and $12,000 maximum for Puerto Rico and the
Virgin Islands, respectively, for Hurricane Hugo.
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grant costs. The IFGprogram offered grants of up to $10,400 for serious
disaster-related needsnot covered by other programs or insurance.
Victims unable to meet eligibility requirements for these programs or
who have remaining unmet needsmay apply to the Red Cross,Salvation
Army, or other voluntary relief agenciesfor aid and assistance.

Assistance for Damaged
Public Facilities

FEMAprovides public assistancefunds for emergencywork to save lives
and protect health, safety, and property and for permanent work to
repair, restore, and replace damagedpublic and nonprofit facilities. The
federal portion of public assistancefunding is at least 76 percent, with
the state and/or local governments generally paying the remaining 26
percent.
Public assistancefor different needs is available for debris removal,
emergencyprotective measures(such as sandbaggingor bracing buildings) to eliminate health and safety hazards and to help prevent additional damageto structures, roads and bridges, water control facilities,
public buildings and utilities, and repairs to other facilities.

FEMA Coordinates Role of
Other Responders

Other agenciesalso have established roles in emergencymanagement.
FEMAcoordinates the work of these agencies-federal, state, local, and
voluntary-during different phasesof emergencymanagement.
At the federal level, in addition to FEMA,other agenciesassist in
responding to major disasters. F~EMA
often establishesmemoranda of
understanding with federal agenciesto help clarify and delegate disaster relief responsibilities. At the time of the hurricane, FEMAhad no
materiel resources,such as generators, to provide if a disaster were
declared. However, when a disaster is declared, FEMAmay develop “mission assignments”that direct federal agenciesto perform specific disaster activities.4 In addition, some federal agencies,such as the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers(Corps), have their own authority to conduct
particular disaster relief and recovery activities. While FEMA may give
any federal agency a mission assignment,those federal agenciesthat
generally may be involved in responding to disasters are listed in
appendix I.
%MA augmenta its staff, equipment, supplies, facilities, and other resources, including managerial
and technical services, in support of state and local disaster assistance efforts through mission assignments. Normally, mission assignments direct other federal agencies to perform work to assist FEXA
in accomplishing ita disaster recovery tasks.
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At the state and local levels, state and local governments have the primary responsibility for disaster relief preparedness,response,and
recovery. State and local emergencymanagementagencies,using FEMA
funds and technical guidance, develop emergencyoperations plans and
conduct training programs. These agenciesalso conduct exercisesto test
emergencyoperations plans. The state emergencymanagementagency
is responsible for reviewing such plans to help ensure that they comply
with FEMA’guidelines.
S
State governments also act as an agent through
which federal disaster assistanceis obtained.
Finally, voluntary relief agencies,such as the American Red Cross and
the Salvation Army, assist state and local governments in their first
responseroles by providing and distributing food, clothing, shelter,
medicine, and other related emergencysupplies and equipment. The disaster assistanceroles of voluntary relief agenciesmay be designatedby
one or more of the following methods: (1) self-defined missions; (2)
agreementswith local, state, and federal agencies;or (3) legislative mandate. FXMAis authorized to use the services of voluntary organizations
and to establish agreementsfor coordinating disaster relief efforts. The
Red Cross, the largest voluntary provider of assistanceduring the Hurricane Hugo and Loma Prieta earthquake disasters, also assistsin disaster
recovery efforts by providing grants to individuals and families, and
referring families to available governmental and other resourcesfor aid.
We received requests from Senator Ernest F. Hollings and the chairpersons of several committees and subcommitteesto review the federal
government’s, and particularly FEMA’S,
performance in responding to the
Hurricane Hugo and Loma Prieta earthquake disasters, which occurred
in Septemberand October 1989, respectively. We were also asked to
review state and local governments’and voluntary relief agencies’activities. The major objectives of these requests were to review FEMA'S

Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

implementation of its responsibilities under the Stafford Act;
9 timeliness, efficiency, and competencyin responding to the needsof
state and local governments and disaster victims;
. capability for coordinating and directing the activities of other governmental and nonprofit relief organizations; and
. relationship and coordination with state and local disaster assistance
agencies.

l

Our work was done at the FJZMA
disaster field offices, where federal,
state, and voluntary relief agenciescoordinate their responseefforts;
Page 17
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disaster application centers, where disaster victims apply for assistance;
FEMAregional offices; and I%MAheadquarters. We contacted federal and
voluntary relief agenciesinvolved in disaster responseand recovery to
determ ine the adequacy of the overall federal response.Theseagencies
included the Departments of Agriculture, Defense(DOD), Education,
Housing and Urban Development(HUD), and the Interior; Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA); General ServicesAdministration; SBA; and voluntary relief agencies,such as the American Red Cross and the Salvation Army. We also interviewed state officials for each of the states
included in our review to discusspreparedness(including planning and
training), response,and recovery activities.
At the federal level, we reviewed FEMA’disaster
S
declaration information; damageassessmentreports; m ission assignmentsto other federal
agencies;temporary housing, IMP,and public assistanceapplication
status reports; and additional documentary evidence and support pertaining to the objectives of this review. State and local government documentation and records we reviewed included emergencyoperations,
public assistance,II% , and hazard m itigation plans; journals, records,
and correspondenceconcerning requests for emergencyservices such as
debris removal, generators, and other types of disaster assistance;emergency exercisereports; and schedulesand rosters of emergencyoperations training.
Becauserequests for assistanceusually originate at the local level and
becauseofficials at this level are amongthe first to identify the nature
and extent of the damage,we conducted a survey of local emergency
preparednessofficials. We contacted 121 of the 122 counties or localities
included in the disaster declarations in California (1 l), North Carolina
(29), Puerto Rico (67), and South Carolina (24) to assessthe timeliness
and efficiency with which requests for assistancewere handled.6Interviews were not conducted with local officials in the US. Virgin Islands
becausethere is no local government comparableto counties (as in California, and North and South Carolina) or municipios (as in Puerto Rico).
But comparableinformation was obtained from territorial government
officials. The survey was conducted during April and May 1990.6We
asked respondents about the adequacy of emergencypreparedness
training and plans; training needs;the specific requests that emergency
6We were unable to contact representatives Prom one of the cities in California that had received a
disaster declaration.
6A copy of the questionnaire, which shows the overall response, is available upon request. The
Spanish translation of the questionnaire used in Puerto Rico is also available upon request.
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personnel made for assistancesuch as food, water, generators, and medical supplies; and the timeliness of the responsesto these requests.All
instances for which local officials identified difficulties or delays in
receiving requested assistancewere traced to the state level and, if
appropriate, to the federal level to determine the causesof the delays.
Portions of this survey were also conducted with officials from each of
the states to determine whether they had difficulties with requests for
assistancefrom FEMA.We also reviewed reports, testimonies, speeches,
and other documents from federal, state, local, and voluntary relief
agenciesthat discussedlessonslearned as a result of Hurricane Hugo or
the Loma Prieta earthquake.
We performed our detailed audit work between October 1989 and September 1990, and updated information dealing with federal and state
actions through January 1991, in accordancewith generally accepted
government auditing standards. As agreed with the requesters’offices,
we did not request formal agency commentson this report. However, we
did discussthe facts presented in this report with federal and state
agencies,and they generally agreed with the facts presented.
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Preparednessfor Disaster Responseand
Recovery Varied
Preparednessis the most critical aspect of emergency management. It
affects state and local governments’ability to respond to citizens’needs
immediately after a disaster as well as during the longer-term recovery.
State and local governments have primary responsibility to prepare for
and respond to a disaster. The federal role-primarily through FEMAsupplements state and local preparedness efforts by providing guidance
on the content of disaster plans, training courses, and exercises to test
plans and funding for planning and training.
The preparedness, and thus the capability, of the states we reviewed
varied. California, for example, has a large state emergency organization
and state-funded training. In contrast, the Virgin Islands had one emergency planner and no state-funded training. California’s level of
preparedness contributed to its ability to respond to the earthquake
with relatively few problems, while the Virgin Islands’lack of preparedness meant that FEMA and other federal agencieshad to assumethe territory’s role as “first responder” becauseit could not organize an effective
response effort.
While some states we reviewed were well prepared, all of them had
some problems in their preparedness efforts. These problems resulted
from weaknessesin state and local programs, as well as in FEMA’Sassistance and overall guidance. They include inadequate planning and
training for recovery; low participation by elected officials in training
and exercises; inadequate and/or no standard operating procedures for
response and recovery activities, such as managing an emergency operations center; and failure to correct problems that state and local officials’agenciesidentified earlier.

State and Local
Disaster Preparedness
Efforts Supported by
FEMA

State and local governments have primary responsibility for disaster
preparedness. They, therefore, should develop emergency plans and
conduct classroom instruction and training exercises to prepare their
officials for disasters. FEMAprovides guidance for plans, training, and
exercises, and funds emergency planning and training. However, state
participation in these preparedness activities is voluntary, and FEMA has
no practical means of ensuring state preparedness.

State and Local
Governments Prepare for
Disasters

States are responsible for developing emergency preparedness plans,
offering emergency preparedness classroom training to state and local
officials, and providing guidance to local officials on how to prepare
local plans. Local governments are responsible for developing plans,
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which outline their disaster roles and responsibilities, and conducting
and evaluating training exercises.Local emergencymanagementofficials we surveyed believed they were well prepared to respond to Hurricane Hugo or the Loma Prieta earthquake, but somebelieved that
improvements could be made. Additionally, they all said they had an
emergencyoperating plan at the time the disaster struck.
Local emergencymanagerswe surveyed also favorably rated their
preparednessactivities. For example, 77 percent of the local emergency
managementdirectors believed that, overall, the training they received
between January 1988 and the disasters did a good job in preparing the
local staff to respond effectively to these disasters. About 80 percent of
the local emergencymanagementdirectors reported that their emergency plans did a good job in preparing them for the disasters. In general, the more times a county had drilled before the disaster since
January 1988, the more closely it used the plan as intended during the
disaster. Further, between January 1,1988, and Septemberand October
1989, when the disasters struck, local officials said they had conducted
an average of 4.7 training exercises.

FEMA Provides Assistance FEMAprovides technical assistanceand funds to states for their
preparednessprograms through comprehensivecooperative agreements.
to States
Each state we reviewed had agreed with FXMAto accomplish certain
objectives to increaseemergencymanagementcapability, such as developing plans and conducting classroominstruction and training exercises.
Through these agreements,FEMAprovides funding or guidance for
drafting emergencyplans, training state and local employees,and conducting training exercises.Table 2.1 shows the amount of disaster
preparednessfunds FJZMA
obligated for fiscal year 1989 to each of the
five states.
Table 2.1 FEMA Disaster Preparedness
Fund8 to Five States, Flrcal Year 1999

Fund@

State

$7,322,204
2,123,188
1,247,390
1,507,044
215,433

California
North Carolina
Puerto Rico
South Carolina
Virgin Islands

$12,415,259

Total
BDistribution of funds is based, in part, on state population.
Source: FEMA.
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Although FEMAcan withhold funds when states do not accomplish the
agreed-uponobjectives, such as updating emergencypreparedness
plans, EIEMA
officials believe that withholding funds is not a realistic
option for enforcing preparednessagreements.Instead, withholding
funds can result in a lower degreeof preparedness.
In addition to general disaster assistance,FEMAoffers a number of disaster-specific preparednessactivities to assist state and local governments.’During fiscal year 1990, for example, FEMA provided funds for
the earthquake program in 17 earthquake-prone states. Additionally,
FEMAcoordinates with 26 federal agenciesthat plan and conduct
training exercisesto aid in their overall responseto catastrophic earthquakes. In California, federal and state officials said a FEMAexercise
that tested the catastrophic earthquake plan-2 months before the
earthquake-contributed greatly to a well-coordinated responseS2
Further, FEMAhas adapted the catastrophic earthquake preparednessplan
for responding to catastrophic and near-catastrophic disasters, such as
hurricanes of Hugo’s magnitude. In November 1990, FEMA issued its
draft Federal Natural Disaster ResponsePlan. The Plan establishesthe
basis for fulfilling the federal government’s role in providing response
and recovery assistanceto a state and its local governments affected by
a catastrophic earthquake or other significant natural disaster.
For hurricanes, FEMA provided funds for 30 evacuation studies in 19
states. Hurricane evacuation studies help to determine the amount of
time neededto evacuate counties, given the local population and the
severity of the storm. These studies proved useful during Hurricane
Hugo. For example, mm-funded hurricane studies helped in conducting
successfulevacuations in South Carolina, where state officials evacuated about 264,000 people from coastal areas. As of November 1990,16
studies had been completed in 13 states. FEMAalso had 16 additional
studies underway in 12 states, including Puerto Rico, which are scheduled for completion by fiscal year 1993.

lDisaster-specific activities are for one type of disaster, rather than general training, which may be
applicable in responding to several types of disasters.
2The catastrophic earthquake plan outlined the policies, operations, organizational structures, and
epeciflc assignmenta of responsibility that provide the basic federal supplemental assistance to state
and local efforts in responding to a catastrophic earthquake.

Page 22

GAO/61cED914F'EMA'shponaetoNatural~~~la

chapter 2
Preparedne~ for Dieaster Reswnae and
RecoveryVuled

Level of Preparedness
Differs Among States

State and local governments decide what resourcesand emphasistheir
preparednessprograms receive; consequently,their emergencyresponse
and recovery capabilities differ. Emergencymanagementcapabilities
among the five states differ by a state government’s organizational
structure, level of state staffing and training, frequency of exercise
drills, and frequency of presidentially declared disasters. FEMA'S Associate Director, State and Local Programs and Support Directorate (SLPS),
said capabilities to respond to natural disasters of the magnitude and
complexity of Hurricane Hugo vary widely at all levels throughout the
emergencymanagementcommunity.
For example, FXMAofficials said that states such as California and North
Carolina have placed emphasis on their disaster preparednessprograms,
and that these states generally had few coordination problems during
the immediate responsephase. Although the situations in these states
were not as severe as those in the three other states, these states
reported making fewer requests to FEMAfor immediate emergencyassistance than the other three states. In contrast, the Virgin Islands had difficulties in implementing its emergencyplan and did not correct
problems it had identified during earlier training exercises.These
problems contributed to the Virgin Islands’inability to fulfill its first
responder role after Hurricane Hugo struck.
The following discussionillustrates the different degreesof emphasis
the states had placed on disaster preparedness.

California

California has had four presidentially declared disasters, including the
Loma Prieta earthquake, since October 1, 1987. As of July 1990, the
State Office of EmergencyServiceshad a staff of about 209, including
about 86 planners and 26 training staff. During fiscal year 1989, the
state funded 16 emergencymanagementtraining coursesthrough its
training institute, in addition to i%n&funded training courses.The
training institute offers state-sponsoredtraining courses,such as design
and function of emergencyoperations centers, and disaster planning
courses,complementedby FEM&sponsoredcourses.FEMA'S regional
training official said California’s training program is excellent. Between
January 1,1988, and the earthquake’s occurrence,California counties
that were declared a disaster after the Loma Prieta earthquake had conducted, on average, eight training exercisesto test their emergency
plans. In its fiscal year 1988 report on state and local exercise requirements, FEMAstated that California had fulfilled its disaster exercise
requirements.
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North Carolina

North Carolina had three presidentially declared disasters, including
Hurricane Hugo, in fiscal year 1989. At the time of Hurricane Hugo,
North Carolina’s Division of EmergencyManagementhad a staff of 77,
including 22 planners and 7 training and/or exerciseofficers. In addition
to FEMA-fundedtraining, the state funded 39 additional training courses
in fiscal year 1988 and 9 in fiscal year 1989. FFMAofficials said North
Carolina was successfulin obtaining emergencymanagementfunds from
nonfederal sources,such as private companiesand other state funds3 In
fiscal year 1989, North Carolina’s non-FF,mfunding totaled about $4.2
million, including $2.7 million in state funds and $1.6 million in other
nonfederal funds. North Carolina counties reported conducting an
average of four exercisesduring fiscal years 1988 and 1989. In its fiscal
year 1988 report on state and local exercise requirements, FEMA rated
North Carolina’s overall disaster exercise activities as exceeding
requirements.

Puerto Rico

Puerto Rico has had two presidentially declared disasters, including
Hurricane Hugo, since October 1,1987. As of August 1990, Puerto Rico’s
Office of Civil Defensehad about 130 staff, plus 10 planners and 2
training and/or exercise officers. In fiscal year 1989, Puerto Rico had 49
state-funded training activities, including orientation sessionsand conferences. In its fiscal year 1988 report on state and local exercise
requirements, FEMA stated that Puerto Rico did not meet its performance
requirements becauseinformation provided on exercise objectives was
inadequate. A FFMAregional official said local governments were better
prepared to respond during Hurricane Hugo than the state government.

South Carolina

South Carolina has had one presidentially declared disaster since
October 1, 1987-Hurricane Hugo.4South Carolina’s Emergency
PreparednessDivision has a staff of 37, including 14 planners and 2
training and/or exercise officers. As of July 1989, the state had no statefunded training. In its fiscal year 1988 report on state and local exercise
requirements, FEMA reported South Carolina’s overall performance of
disaster exercise activities as “undetermined” becausethe data in South
Carolina’s exercise reports were inadequate to determine the state’s
performance.
3Nonfederal funding included encumbrances from the previous fiscal year, assessmentsagainst
utility companies, transfers from other state funds through the Governor’s office, a Department of
Administration transfer for construction, and public donations for tornado and hurricane victims.
4South Carolina had another major disaster declaration in October 1990.
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Virgin Islands

The Virgin Islands has had one presidentially declared disaster since
October 1,1987-Hurricane Hugo. As of August 1990, the Virgin
Islands Territorial EmergencyManagementAgency had a staff of 13,
including 1 planner and 2 training and/or exerciseofficers. F’EMA
officials notified the territory that the planner was not performing planning
activities as required by FEMAregulations, according to a territorial official. Also, the Virgin Islands’emergencyoperations administrative plan
was found inadequate by the Virgin Islands Territorial EmergencyManagementAgency becauseit was outdated and too complex. The Virgin
Islands has no state-funded training coursesand did not follow FEMA’S
training guidance.According to a F’EMA
regional official, the former
Virgin Islands emergencymanagementdirector did not want FEMA
involved in his managerial decisionsand therefore did not send representatives to mm-sponsored training. In its fiscal year 1988 report on
state and local exercise requirements, FEMAsaid the Virgin Islands met
its annual exerciserequirements. FEMARegion II officials, however, more
recently said the Virgin Islands continues to be inadequately prepared to
respond to a major disaster.

Limited Participation by
Elected Officials in
Preparedness Activities

Officials in North and South Carolina and the Virgin Islands said few
elected officials participated in classroomtraining and training exercises.In commenting on this lack of participation, the South Carolina
Governor’s EmergencyManagementReview Panel reported in July 1990
that through training, elected officials would becomemore knowledgeable of the roles of agenciesand the resourcesthat are available to them
during times of emergency.Given their responsibilities, the report concluded that it is important that these officials be competent in a number
of emergencymanagementskills in the event of a disaster.
In Charleston County, South Carolina, which sustained someof the
state’s heaviest damagefrom Hurricane Hugo, limited participation by
elected officials in exercisescontributed to coordination difficulties,
such as a lack of knowledge about FEMA’role,
S during the immediate
responsephase of the disaster. To improve this situation, South Carolina’s EmergencyPreparednessDivision is considering developing mandatory training programs for local and municipal elected officials.
Further, FEMAnoted that one of the major problems with state and local
responsesto Hurricane Hugo was inadequate attention by state and
local elected officials to disaster preparedness.The Virgin Islands’exercise officer cited low participation by elected officials in fiscal year 1989
training exercises.The Virgin Islands’interagency hazard mitigation
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team recommendedthat the executive and legislative branches of government be made thoroughly familiar with the procedures and mechanisms for disaster preparedness,response,and recovery.6

Emergency
Preparedness
Improvements Needed
at All Levels

The positive effects of emergencypreparedness,such as successful
evacuation activities, are obvious. However, we identified several
problems that need to be addressed:minimal planning and training for
recovery, low participation by elected officials in classroomand exercise
training, inadequate or no standard operating procedures for response
and recovery activities, and uncorrected problems identified during
training exercises.Weaknessesin these areas at all levels of government
contributed to the lack of coordination that disaster assistanceproviders
encountered during immediate responseand recovery; these weaknesses
also resulted in a duplication of effort and unnecessarydelays in providing essential assistance.

FEMA Placed Little
Emphasis on Longer Term
Recovery Needs

requires states to have separate emergencyplans for administering
disaster recovery programs, such as plans for the IFG and the public
assistanceprograms. Under FEMA criteria, however, local governments
may have only one emergencyplan, which may not adequately address
recovery information -such as locating and furnishing disaster application centers and contracting for debris removal. Although the majority
of the local emergencymanagementofficials we surveyed believed the
plans prepared them for disaster, 39 percent said their plans needed
major changes,including six officials who stated the need for specifying
additional recovery-related information.
FEMA

FEMAusesthe criteria in its civil preparednessguide to review local
emergencyplans and provide feedback, as appropriate, through the
states. However, civil preparednessguides have few provisions for
recovering from a disaster. For example, only 4 of FEMA’S 217 data
requirements for reviewing emergencyplans partially or fully addressed
recovery issues.In addition, while there were at least 11 data requirements for operating and managing the emergencyoperating center, no
such provisions were included for identifying and establishing disaster
application centers. Further, no provisions were included for identifying
and managing the damageinspection and reimbursement processfor
public and private nonprofit facilities.
6The interagency hazard mitigation team is composed of officials from federal, state, and local agencies that, in the immediate aftermath of a disaster, meet to identify disaster mitigation opportunities.
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BecauseFEMA has placed little emphasison recovery issuesin its planning guidance and training curriculum, states, in turn, provide a minimal
amount of training for recovery activities. Further, local officials do not
conduct recovery activities in their exercisedrills becausesuch activities are not conducive to training exercises,according to a FEMAtraining
officer. Training exercisescoordinate disaster responseservices in the
context of time pressures and life-threatening circumstances.FEMAofficials said their training coursesfocus almost exclusively on disaster
preparednessand give little attention to recovery issues.
In addition, someFEMAand state and local emergencymanagementofficials believe FEMA’training
S
coursesare overly focused on civil defense
preparedness.Although someof the civil defensetraining is applicable
to natural disasters, not all phases of disaster emergencymanagement
are adequately covered. Headquarters officials from both the disaster
assistanceprogram and the civil defenseprogram said responseand
recovery issuesare inadequately addressedin FXMAcourses.The civil
defense official said that FEMAhas not had sufficient resourcesto support planning and training programs for all disaster phases and has,
therefore, used its resourcesfor preparednessprograms and activities.
In March 1990, at a meeting of state training officers, 36 out of 51 state
officers signed a training resolution calling for FEMAto revise its training
coursesin order to support all phasesof emergencymanagement,
including recovery. Training officers from four of the five states we
reviewed signed the resolution. Additionally, the training officer from
the fifth state said that although he missedthe opportunity to sign the
resolution, he agreed with the resolution.
Further, nearly 60 percent of the local emergencymanagementofficials
we surveyed wanted training that was not currently being offered. Of
these officials, 29 percent cited training in responseactivities and 27
percent cited training in recovery activities.
As a result of inadequate training in recovery operations, state and local
emergencyofficials said they experiencedsomeconfusion in performing
their duties, as the following situations indicate:
. In one heavily damaged North Carolina county, local representatives did
not know the proper bid processfor procuring contractors to remove
debris and therefore used a needlesslylong bid processin hiring contractors. A fire hazard existed while debris remained on the streets.
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. In California, officials in one jurisdiction said they had learned how to
handle recovery activities from their experienceswith previous disasters. Another jurisdiction in the same county with no previous experience in responding to disasters was not prepared to handle recovery
activities and experienced problems when estimating disaster-related
damage.Becausesome local officials did not understand FFMAprocedures, they were concernedthat the dollar amount rather than the scope
of damagelisted on the damagesurvey report would limit the repair of
damagedpublic facilities.
In North and South Carolina, state officials provided local officials, who
were responsible for applying for public assistance,with only one 2
hour briefing on their roles and responsibilities. BecauseSouth Carolina
did not provide additional training to local officials on how to obtain
reimbursement for public assistancefunds, local officials were uncertain
about how to prepare paperwork and were not aware of the procedures
for requesting supplemental benefits. One federal coordinating officer
said local officials responsible for applying for public assistancefunds
did not receive adequate training from the state.
l

Lack of or Inadequate
State Standard Operating
Procedures Hampered
Responseand Recovery
Activities

The lack of or inadequate standard operating procedures hampered
responseand recovery operations in three states-California, South
Carolina, and the Virgin Islands. Standard operating procedures are
detailed procedures for implementing tasks, such as managing an emergency operations center or reimbursing local governments for public
assistanceprojects. In South Carolina, state officials managing the
public assistanceprogram and the 1~3program had to develop standard
operating procedures as they carried out these functions and, as a
result, they spent valuable time developing procedures instead of providing assistance.Lack of or inadequate standard operating procedures
for state emergencyoperations centers in California, South Carolina,
and the Virgin Islands contributed to coordination difficulties, such as
keeping track of assistancerequests.
South Carolina’s interagency hazard mitigation team reported in October
1989 that state and local governments had not developed adequate standard operating procedures to cope with emergencyalert, response,and
recovery needs.Since the earthquake, California emergencyofficials
have revised their standard operating procedures to (1) more clearly
describe staff duties and responsibilities and (2) specify procedures for
handling requests for resources,and established an organizational structure for an emergencyoperations center.
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FEMArequires state agencieswith assignedemergencyduties to develop
standard operating procedures when FEMAand the state include such
procedures in the state’s comprehensiveagreementwith FEMA.We
reported on problems caused by the lack of adequate standard operating
procedures as early as 1980. In a March 1980 report: for example, we
said that state agenciesgenerally are not prepared to effectively implement the disaster responseand recovery tasks assignedto them under
their respective emergencyoperations plans becausethey have not
developed detailed procedures on how to accomplish the tasks. The lack
of standard operating procedures will causesignificant problems in providing relief servicesto disaster victims on a timely basis, and problems
encountered by state agenciesdemonstrate the importance of having
detailed standard operating procedures.

Disaster Exercise Problems
Not Corrected

Disaster simulation exercisesare used to test and evaluate state and
local governments’operating plans and the governments’capabilities for
responding effectively to emergencies.FEMArequires state and local governments that receive FZMAfunding to conduct at least one exercise
annually that simulates different disaster scenarios.After each exercise,
the local jurisdiction must report to the state any problems encountered
and subsequentplans for remedial action. However, in four of the five
states we reviewed, state officials had not ensured that the jurisdictions
had taken the remedial actions.
These exerciseswere instrumental in preparing state and local officials
to respond to the major disasters, according to a FEMAregional training
officer. In the four states affected by Hurricane Hugo, officials incurred
problems during responsethat were identified in exercisesheld just
prior to the hurricane. For example, Puerto Rico experiencedcoordination and mass care (i.e., food and shelter) problems during Hurricane
Hugo, and these same problems had been identified in an earlier hurricane-relatedexercise.About 33 percent of the county-level emergency
managersin Puerto Rico said they did not have the necessaryresources,
such as adequate numbers of staff, for shelter operations during Hurricane Hugo. Further, exercisesin the Virgin Islands and/or 28 counties in
North and South Carolina identified problems with communications,
interagency coordination, emergencyplans, or standard operating procedures. State and local officials, however, did not correct some of these
problems, and they surfaced again when jurisdictions had to respond to
needs associatedwith Hurricane Hugo.
‘%tates Can Be Setter Prepared to Respond to Disasters (CED80-60, Mar. 31,198O).
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One of the five states we reviewed did not meet FEMA’exercise
S
requirements during 1 of the last 2 fiscal years. According to a m report, in
fiscal year 1988, Puerto Rico did not meet FEMA’exercise
S
requirements
becauseinformation provided on exercise objectives was inadequate.
While Puerto Rico did meet FEMA’minimum
S
requirements in fiscal year
1989, problems identified during its 1989 hurricane exercise surfaced
again during Hurricane Hugo.
St. Croix and St. Thomas officials reported to the Virgin Islands territorial government that they encountered multiple problems during preHugo exercises.These included an inadequate emergencyoperations
plan, inadequate training, lack of resources,inadequate crowd/traffic
control, lack of elected official support and personnel, inadequate messagecontrol in the emergencyoperations center, and inadequate
warning procedures.Almost all of these problems occurred again when
Hurricane Hugo hit the Virgin Islands. These problems impeded evacuation operations; causedconfusion in the EmergencyOperation Center;
and hampered the monitoring and control of contaminated, hazardous
materials, In January 1991, territorial officials commentedthat all
warning systems in the territory are under review, and that steps have
been taken to improve its emergencybroadcast system.
California’s August 1989 earthquake exercise-a federal/state
exercise-also revealed problems, but the Loma Prieta earthquake
occurred less than 3 months later, and the report identifying problems
encountered during the exercise was not releaseduntil after the
earthquake.
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In four of the five states we visited, state and local governments, as well
as voluntary relief agencies,fulfilled their first responder responsibilities. Following their disaster preparednessplans, they evacuated and
sheltered citizens before Hurricane Hugo struck and provided emergency supplies to affected citizens immediately afterwards. In the Virgin
Islands, however, the territorial government was not adequately prepared to respond to the disaster, and FEMA and other federal agencies
had to act as a first responder on St. Croix.
In general, FTMAcarried out its supplementary responsibilities to state
and local governments. It dispatched staff promptly to the disasters in
four out of five cases,and FEMAofficials were on site in North and South
Carolina before Hurricane Hugo struck. State officials in the five states
told us that FEMAsatisfied nearly all state requests for essential items on
a timely basis.
However, staffing and coordination problems, particularly for FEMA,
meant that the immediate responsewas not as efficient as it could have
been. FEMAdid not have enough trained staff to deal with the scopeof
the devastation Hurricane Hugo caused,and its disaster assistancestaff
was not large enough to deal with the problems of both Hurricane Hugo
and the Loma Prieta earthquake 1 month later. State and local agencies
also experiencedstaffing shortages.In addition, becauseresponding federal agenciesdid not always clearly understand how to managetheir
overlapping responsibilities, efforts were unnecessarily duplicated.

Responsibilities
Generally Met in Four
of the Five States

State and local emergencymanagementagencies,as well as voluntary
relief agencies,are expected to be the first agenciesto respond to the
needscausedby the natural disasters. In four of the five states, these
agenciesrespondedpromptly and provided services and assistancethat
reflected an appropriate level of preparedness.FEMA and other federal
agenciessupplementedthese efforts. In the Virgin Islands, however,
FEMA and other federal agenciesbecamethe first responder becauseof
the magnitude of the damageand the weaknessesin the territory’s
emergencypreparedness,

Most Immediate Needs Met As their emergencyoperations plans require, state and local government
”

agenciesand voluntary relief agenciessuch as the Red Cross began providing assistanceto victims immediately after the disasters struck. In
fact, when it was clear that Hurricane Hugo would strike Puerto Rico,
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these agencieswere involved before the storm struck, helping to evacuate citizens and informing residents about damagemitigation procedures. Local emergencymanagementofficials in four states told us that
their needsfor essential and basic items were satisfied in most casesby
state, federal, and/or voluntary relief agencies.
Before the hurricane, city, county, state, and/or voluntary relief agencies in the Caribbean and North and South Carolina helped evacuate
residents from predicted storm paths and otherwise prepared their
areas-declaring states of emergency,activating the emergencyoperations centers, or opening shelters for the impending storm. Federal and
state officials credit the states’evacuation and preparation efforts for
the relatively low number of deaths-39-attributed
to Hurricane Hugo
in North and South Carolina. In these states, several hundred thousand
residents were evacuated to inland areas. In Puerto Rico, the Commonwealth government used the EmergencyBroadcast System to warn
residents of the storm; the System was a major reason why residents
were successfully evacuated away from the storm’s path. Also, a Commonwealth official said that other reasonsfor the successfulevacuation
were the prompt determination by the Governor to request such evacuation and the activation of the National Guard to conduct it.
Emergencyresponseactivities after the hurricane and earthquake were
performed by various organizations, which were largely coordinated
and/or managedby state government agencies.For example:
. In North Carolina, counties activated their emergencyoperations centers, and the state deployed more than 4,000 state employees,National
Guard personnel, and state police to provide emergencyservices immediately after the hurricane.
. Following the earthquake, local Red Cross chapters in California provided emergencyfood and housing to 69,000 victims in 46 Red Cross
shelters. They also provided 2,000 families with rental housing assistance and 2,100 people with hotel vouchers.
Commonwealth government agenciesin Puerto Rico opened 276 shelters
to serve almost 20,000 victims and provided emergencywater supplies.
South Carolina government officials responded to hundreds of phone
calls, including requests from local governments for generators, supplies, equipment, and water. They also provided emergencycommunications to affected counties through a statewide emergencyradio network
and telephone system which experienced somedamagefrom the hurricane. At the peak of disaster operations in South Carolina, nearly 3,800

l
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National Guard personnel participated in relief activities, according to
DOD officials.
Eighty percent of the 121 local emergencymanagementofficials that we
surveyed said that no requested assistancefor essential items-water,
food, generators, and medical supplies-was delayed long enough to
hinder their ability to respond effectively. Ninety-eight percent said
their emergencyshelters were opened within 1 day of the disaster, and
88 percent said the major food providers, such as the Red Cross and
Salvation Army, began serving food within 1 day after the hurricane or
earthquake.

FEMA and Other Federal
Agencies Acted as First
Responders
in the Virgin
-lslands

The Virgin Islands, and especially the island of St. Croix, presented FEMA
with a particularly challenging situation. Although territorial officials
commentedthat they deployed the police force and the National Guard
before the hurricane struck, which may be credited with saving lives,
the territorial government was unable to conduct many of its first
responder activities on St. Croix becauseof the depletion of local
resourcesand manpower causedby the extensive scale and intensity of
the hurricane. As a result, FEMAand other federal agenciestook charge
of many of the immediate responseactivities on St. Croix. FEMAheadquarters officials said that its first responder role was highly unusual. It
expects to be a partner with the state-level government and supplement
its responseefforts. However, with the devastation of Hurricane Hugo,
weaknessesin the territory’s responseplan, and very limited resources,
the territorial government could not function as a full partner. Territorial officials said that they were able to assist in establishing the disaster field office and disaster application centers; provide some
emergencyhousing for disaster victims and federal relief personnel; and
collect, store, and distribute relief items provided by federal agencies.
They added that the territory’s disaster plan did not include a comprehensive managementcomponent for multi-island responseor for single
island administrative isolation becauseof a major natural disaster
situation,
Hurricane Hugo struck the Virgin Islands on September 17 and 18, and
on the 19th three FEMA officials arrived to begin responseand recovery
efforts. The President declared the islands a disaster area on September
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20-2 days after the hurricane had passed.’F’E Mopened
A
two disaster
field offices, one on St. Thomas and another on St. Croix on October 2.
Disaster application centers were opened-on the islands of St. Croix,
St. John, and St. Thomas-during the first week of October.2Response
and recovery operations were delayed becauseof the geographical isolation of the Virgin Islands from the mainland United States.
The damagewas severe, and many private facilities and the public
infrastructure were nearly destroyed. On St. Croix, for example, almost
all power and telephone lines were toppled, the water and sewagesystems stopped operating, and virtually all meansof communicationswere
inoperable. Nevertheless,during the early weeks after Hugo hit, FEMA
and other federal agenciesarranged for the delivery and distribution of
food, water tanks and purification units, and generators. FEMA, along
with the local power authority, also coordinated the transportation of
numerous utility repair trucks and personnel from the mainland for the
reconstruction of the island’s electrical system.

FEMA Provided
Supplementary but
Necessary Assistance

Although state and local governments were responsiblefor and led initial responseactivities in most disaster locations, FEMA carried out its
role by coordinating and providing federal aid when these agencies
could not satisfy requests for assistance.FEMAofficials said they were
unfairly criticized by public officials who did not understand FEMA'S
supplementary disaster responserole.
A report by the South Carolina Governor’s EmergencyManagement
Review Panel noted FEMA’supplementary
S
role. The report said that
FEMAplays less of a direct role in disaster responsethan is publicly perceived. The report said that this m isperception by the public, and to a
degree, state and local officials, was an element in the criticism following Hurricane Hugo.
In responding to the disasters at the five locations, FEMAestablished a
disaster field office in each state and ultimately opened over 100 disaster application centers for recovery activities. At the peak of its
‘The average smount of time between a disaster and the President’s declaration decision was 23 days
for disasters that occurred between Oct. 1,1987, and Jan. 31,1989; over half of this time elapsed
between the time of the disaster and the governor’s request, aa discussed in Disaster Assistance:
Timeliness and Other Issues Involving the Major Disaster Declaration Process (GAO/FK%WSI38,
hay 26,lQW.
2Under FEMA procedures, centers are to be opened no sooner than the fourth day after the
declaration.
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staffing, FEMA employed about 3,360 people, including 368 permanent,
full-time FEMA staff, 866 reservists, and over 1,900 locally hired personne1.3V4
About 233 employeesare authorized for the disaster assistance
programs-FxMA’s office with primary responsibility for responding to
disasters.
Following disasters, FEMAallocates staff on the basis of such factors as
the estimated number of victims who will register for assistance.Figure
3.1 shows F~EMA’
peak
S staffing level for each disaster location. Other
federal agencies,such as SBA and the Corps, brought hundreds of additional personnel to disaster locations to help with the responseand
recovery activities.

3According to F’EMA, the total for the five locations may include staff who were assigned to more
than one location.
4A reservist is a temporary F’EXA employee who may be activated to assist in federal disaster
response and recovery activities at any number of major disaster locations over a 2-year appointment
term. A local hire is a temporary FEMA employee appointed for 120 days to assist in federal disaster
response and recovery activities for a specific major disaster at or near the employee’s area of
residence.
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Figure 3.1: Peak FEMA Staffing Levels
for Five Dlsastw Locations In 1989

2000 Number ot Stett

Dltrtter Locatlons
Source: FEMA.

State officials at each disaster location said FEMA had been able to satisfy most of their immediate requests for essential equipment, supplies,
and other assistance.

FEMA’s Actions in Four
States

In Puerto Rico, a FEMA official reached the Commonwealth 2 days after
the hurricane and immediately began working with Commonwealth officials to help organize responseefforts, A temporary disaster field office
was established 3 days later in San Juan, and a full-scale office was
opened in the San Juan suburb of Carolina on September27. During this
time, FEMAcoordinated with Navy, Army, and Coast Guard personnel to
satisfy Commonwealth requests for such things as water, generators,
and debris removal. On September21,16 of the Commonwealth’s78
counties were declared disaster areas, followed by 40 more counties on
September29, and 1 additional county on October 6. FEMA opened the
first 10 of its 33 disaster application centers on September27, 1989.
In South Carolina, FEMAcontacted state officials on September 18-3
days before the storm hit. Three disaster assistanceofficials, including
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the director of FEMA Region IV, arrived in the state the day before the
hurricane to assist the Governor and state emergencymanagementofficials in preparing for the responseand recovery efforts. The President
signed a disaster declaration for South Carolina on September22-just
hours after the storm hit. The next day, FEMA established a temporary
field office in Columbia and continued to respond to state requests for
equipment, supplies, and services.By September28, FEMA’disaster
S
field office in Charleston was fully operational. On the same day, FEMA
opened the first 6 of its 30 disaster application centers in South Carolina-6 days after the storm struck. An additional 14 disaster application centers were opened the following week. Twenty-four counties, or
approximately one-half of the counties in the state, were declared disaster locations within 8 days of the storm .
In North Carolina, two FEMAdisaster officials were working with state
officials on a previous disaster when Hurricane Hugo struck on September 22. Theseofficials remained in the state EmergencyOperating
Center to help the state prepare for Hugo recovery efforts. On September 23, FEMA sent an additional official to the Center to help with
responseneeds.The Director of the North Carolina Division of Emergency Managementcredits the quick disaster declaration on September
26 to FEMA’early
S
presence.On September27, FEMAopened its disaster
field office. Three days later, FEMAopenedthe first three of its nine disaster application centers.
In California, less than 3 hours after the Loma Prieta earthquake
occurred on October 17, the federal government began to respond to the
disaster. W ithin 24 hours the President declared a disaster, and FEMA
immediately established a temporary field office at the Presidio of San
Francisco Army Base.By October 26, it had establishedtwo full-scale
field offices-one in Mountain View and the other in Santa Cruz. By
October 23, 12 of the 17 disaster application centers were opened.

Inadequate Number of
Trained Staff Made
Immediate Response
Less Efficient
”

experiencedstaffing problems that hampered the efficiency of their
efforts. Federal agencies,including FEMAand SBA, did not have a sufficient number of trained personnel to perform critical functions effectively, and Red Crossofficials said that they did not have enough people
to manageshelter facilities adequately. Staffing shortages contributed
to delays in completing essential functions, such as thorough prelim inary damageassessments.
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Federal Staff Shortages

had great difficulty in staffing responseoperations for Hurricane
Hugo and the Loma Prieta earthquake. FEMArelied on its personnel from
divisions, regions, headquarters; reservists; and local hires to staff
simultaneously 6 disaster field offices and over 100 disaster application
centers. In some cases,personnel assignedto hurricane disasters had to
be reassignedjust a few weeks later when the earthquake occurred.
FEMA

Although FEMAdeployed regional and headquarters disaster assistance
personnel to these locations, this number was not enough. FEMAalso
used about 260 staff members from civil defenseand other FEMAorganizations to supplement disaster assistancepersonnel. For example, 46
percent of FEMA’S
regional civil defensestaff, along with about 26 percent of its civil defenseheadquarters staff participated, to some extent,
in the relief efforts; about 13 percent of the national preparednessstaff
assisted.According to FEMA'S acting regional director in New York, some
of the agency’sheadquarters and regional staff were neither familiar
with nor trained in disaster assistance.
FEMA’S
staffing inadequacieswere most visible in the Caribbean shortly
after Hugo struck. FEMA’S
New York regional office, which is responsible
for the Caribbean, initially deployed a small crew of managersto Puerto
Rico and the Virgin Islands with little equipment or other resources.
Unprepared for the level of devastation, this crew was overwhelmed by
the work neededto establish field offices, coordinate with other agencies, and begin the responseand recovery efforts.
Later, FEMA'S New York regional office assigned 16 of its 18 disaster
assistancestaff members to the Caribbean after Hugo struck. This was
not enough, and additional FEMAstaff from New York, other FEMA
regions, and headquarters were assignedto help in Puerto Rico and the
Virgin Islands. For example, FEMA’S
temporary housing officer for the
Virgin Islands came from its San Francisco office, but he returned to
California shortly after arriving becausehe was neededfor earthquake
recovery efforts.
also faced staff shortagesin North and South Carolina. In North
Carolina, for example, state officials offered to provide staff to FEMAfor
its disaster application centers. FEMAofficials, however, declined
becausethe agency could not provide enough of its own personnel to
help train state employees.

FEMA

Before the disasters, FEMA’S
regional offices had about 1,300 reservists
on their lists, but only about 800 respondedto work on the hurricane
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and earthquake relief efforts. According to FEMA’Associate
S
Director,
SIPS,however, the number of reservists was not sufficient to provide
enough qualified personnel to respond to several concurrent large-scale
disasters. FEMAhad to hire more local employeesthan usual who, unlike
the reservists, are untrained. After the hurricane and earthquake, FEMA
planned to increasethe size of its reservist force to about 2,000 staff.
According to a FEMAofficial, as of October 3,1990, I%MAhad increased
its reservist roster to 2,011.
Becauseof their experience with these disasters, FEMAofficials have
identified deficiencies among the reservist force in several specific skill
areas. FEMAplans to recruit reservists with specializedskills in areas
such as financial managementand public information. FEMAis currently
preparing a profile of its reservists to better identify staffing deficiencies. This profile could then be used by regional offices to share reservists on the basis of their identified abilities and needs.
SomeFEMAofficials also found it difficult to recruit people with bilingual skills. FEMAdid not have sufficient bilingual staff when dealing
with disaster victims in these locations. FEMAofficials said they plan to
recruit more bilingual (especially Spanish-speaking)reservists. For
example, since Hurricane Hugo, FEMARegionII has added 136 bilingual
reservists to its roster.
SBA officials

had difficulty in hiring sufficient numbers of qualified loan
officers in the Caribbean. The SBA official in charge of the Virgin Islands
office said her office experiencedserious backlogsof requests for assistance becausesufficient staff were not available.

Most FEMA Staff Do Not
Have Disaster Assistance
Skills

Most of FEMA’Sstaff do not have skills in responding to natural disasters
becausethey do not work on disaster assistanceprograms. Under the
Civil DefenseAct, FEMAhas a clear responsibility to prepare the nation’s
government, population, and resourcesfor survival against attack,
nuclear or otherwise, and natural disasters. According to FEMA,it can
provide for “dual use” of civil defenseresourcesfor natural disaster
preparednessand responseif such use does not interfere with civil
defensepurposes.6

‘%ual use means that disaster preparedness resources may be used for all types of disasters,
including attack, and natural or technological disasters, rather than for only one type of disaster.
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FEMA’S
headquarters staff from nondisaster assistanceprograms
received no training in natural disaster responseprior to these disasters.
Becauseof the shortages in trained staff that were highlighted during
the Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta experiences,FEMAhas begun
cross-training full-time, nondisaster assistanceprogram staff from
various units within FEMAso they could be used whenever disasters
extend beyond the capability of the immediate regional and headquarters disaster assistanceprogram staff. FEMA has, thus far, conducted six
sessionsas part of its cross-training program for nondisaster assistance
staff.
Table 3.1 shows the participation rates of nondisaster assistanceprogram employeeswho have attended disaster assistancetraining, as of
December1990.
Table 3.1: Nondlsaster Aashtance Stnff
Participation In Disaster Application
Center Training

Oraanizationel unit
Office of Training
Federal Insurance Administration
Office of Administrative Support
SLPS Directoratea
National Preparedness Directorate
Office of Acquisition Management
Office of the Comptroller
Office of the Chief of Staff
Office of the General Counsel
Office of Personnel
Office of Regional Operations
External Affairs Directorate
Office of the Director
Office of the Inspector General
Office of Security
US. Fire Administration
Total

Staff participating
Number
Percent
54
33
18
20
16
4
5
1
1
4
1
1
0
0
0
0
1.58

42
30
33
12
7
11
6
20
5
7
20
5
0
0
0
0
18

Total staff
in unit
130
109
54
164
240
35
85
5
20
58
5
21
4
25
33
17
1,005

%cludes six civil defense staff; excludes disaster assistance program staff.
Source: Compiled by GAO from FEMA data.

State and Voluntary Relief
Agencies Had Similar
Staffing Problems

Somestate agenciesand the Red Cross also experiencedproblems in
assigning adequate numbers of qualified personnel to disaster response
activities. State and local government officials said that they were overwhelmed by the extent of the damagecausedby the disasters and could
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not provide adequate staff resources.In Puerto Rico, for example, an
initial shortage of Commonwealth staff hampered emergencyfood and
shelter operations. The Commonwealth’semergencypreparednessplan
called for the Commonwealth Department of Housing to operate shelters, but the Department could not at first provide enough staff to
operate, and in some instances to open, all the shelters. A shortage of
these staff occurred, in part, becausemany of the Commonwealth’s
Department of Education employeeswho were in charge of preparing
and serving food in the shelters did not report for work becausethey
were victims themselves.A Commonwealth official said that when the
Governor requested that employeesof all emergency-relatedagencies
report to work, the staffing problem was immediately corrected.
In addition, California staff responding to the Loma Prieta earthquake
were not adequately trained to handle incoming calls for assistanceand
to keep track of requests for assistance.For example, the Office of
EmergencyServices’regional office handling the responsehad six permanent staff members-the normal complement-to respond to the
earthquake. The state said that this region is not staffed to handle a
major disaster. The region pooled resourcesfrom other agencies,such as
the local fire and police departments. An official told us that, as a result,
much of their responsewas spontaneousrather than well planned and
executed.
The Red Cross also experienced staffing shortages.Nationwide, the Red
Cross provided services at over 800 shelters to over 200,000 people
affected by the disasters. According to Red Cross officials, the almost
consecutive occurrenceof large-scaledisasters in five states stressedthe
organization’s resourcesand made it almost impossible for the organization to meet its standards for prompt, effective service. We found the
following problems:
In Puerto Rico, the Red Cross was unable to manage all of the shelters as
specified in the Commonwealth’semergencyplans, according to Commonwealth and local government officials. The 67 permanent Red Cross
staff and the small volunteer force in Puerto Rico were not enough to
provide adequate service.
In California, Red Cross officials said that responsepersonnel were not
adequately trained to deal with the needsof ethnic minorities. In its selfassessment,the Red Cross said that its staff was culturally insensitive
to victims, and did not have appropriate bilingual skills to serve some
communities.
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The national headquarters of the American Red Cross evaluated its performance. Among other things, it is increasing its training and staffing,
and plans to recruit more minorities to meet the needsof culturally
diverse disaster victims.

ResponseActivities
Hampered

In any disaster it is important that responseagencieshave a clear
understanding of their roles so that they (1) appropriately coordinate
their efforts, (2) use resourcesefficiently, and (3) promptly help victims. Although federal, state, and local agenciescoordinated their
efforts reasonably well in California and North Carolina, they did not do
so in the Caribbean and South Carolina. Coordination difficulties were
often exacerbated by organizational problems, and inoperable and inadequate communicationssystems.In some cases,assistancewas delayed,
processingof assistancerequests was hampered, and assistanceefforts
were duplicated.

Roles and Responsibilities
of Some Federal Agencies
Not Well-Coordinated

Many federal agencieshave disaster assistanceauthority; FEMA is
responsible for providing an orderly means of channeling this assistance
to state and local governments. To this end, FEMAhas memoranda of
understanding with several federal agenciesthat have emergency
authority; coordinates with 26 federal agenciesparticipating in the federal natural disaster responseplan; and conducts meetings with federal
agenciesduring and after disaster relief activities. However, inadequate
coordination between FJZMA,
the Department of Education, and the Soil
Conservation Service (scs), for example, contributed to delaying financial assistanceto schoolsand causedduplicate inspections in some
states.
In repairing schools,for example, FEMAand Education, with overlapping
authorities, did not develop an efficient coordination system for providing assistance.These agenciesdo not have a memorandum of understanding clarifying their respective roles and responsibilities in
emergencysituations. According to a federal coordinating officer, FEMA
and Education have to coordinate their roles at each disaster to determine their respective responsibilities when a disaster damagespublic
schools.As a result, duplicate damageinspections were conducted and
disaster assistanceto eligible school districts was delayed, as discussed
in chapter 4.
Similarly, in South Carolina, coordination problems arose between FXMA
and scs about overlapping responsibilities for debris removal from
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drainage ditches. In South Carolina, FYNAand scs each inspected the
same drainage ditches/canals and watercourses.FEMAand scs have met
to work on a memorandum of understanding at the national level to help
avoid coordination difficulties in future situations.
Finally, uncertainty between FEMA and EPA over EPA'S role in a natural
disaster delayed responseto potential environmental hazards created by
Hurricane Hugo in the Virgin Islands. Potentially serious hazardswater supply contamination, possible chemical and asbestoscontamination, oil spills, and sewagetreatment problems-threatened the Islands.
Becausethey did not have a mission assignmentfrom FEMA, EPA officials
said they were unable to respond immediately. FEMAregional officials
said EPA has its own authority to respond to hazards, such as those
causedby Hugo. EPA eventually performed a variety of tasks at FEMA'S
request, 4 weeks after the disaster.

**“-Gzational and
wnications Problems
Hmaered Response
Activities

co-m
TI-.

3

_

Responseagencies’abilities to coordinate activities were hampered by
organizational and communicationsproblems, as evidenced at the state
level in South Carolina. Immediately after Hurricane Hugo struck, two
state emergencyoperations centers were opened in the capital. The
State EmergencyPreparednessOffice operated one center, and the Governor established the other center in his office. The Governor did this to
have immediate, direct control over the state’s responseefforts and
handle requests from state and local officials, which, according to the
Governor’s Office, the emergencyoperations center was not able to
handle immediately after the hurricane struck. The operation of two
separate emergencycenters was contrary to the state operations plan,
and a duplication of effort. For a short period of time, local officials
seeking aid were uncertain about where they should make their
requests. According to a state emergencypreparednessofficial, five
county requests to the state for assistancewere unfilled becauseof coordination problems between the two centers. About 10 days after the disaster, the State EmergencyPreparednessoperating center received the
first of several calls from mayors or other local officials inquiring about
their requests for assistance.Officials in the emergencyoperations
center then called the Governor’s Office and learned that it had its own
operations center. Many local requests had been made to the Governor’s
operating center. Initially, this organizational division caused some difficulties but was subsequently corrected: the two operations centers coordinated their efforts so requests for assistancewould be forwarded to
the State EmergencyPreparednessOffice,
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The Governor’s Office stated that the Office of EmergencyPreparedness
and the Governor’s Office were in constant contact from the beginning
of the crisis. The Governor’s EmergencyManagementReview Panel
reported:
During Hurricane Hugo, the Governor’s Office experiencedinformation difficulties
with the EmergencyPreparednessDivision. Theseproblems were a direct result of
the magnitude of the damageand the overwhelming influx of information that the
EmergencyPreparednessDivision (EPD) received. Of particular note was the difficulty in communicationsand information regarding county and municipal needs.A
need is seen for the Governor’s Office and the state EPDto strengthen the coordination and prioritization of resources.The necessity for another line of communication
becameclear as the magnitude of Hugo was realized. As a policy, the Governor’s
Office commandpost sought to alleviate the pressure on EPDthat county and
municipal demandsplaced on the system. The Governor’s Office called local officials
for updates and surveyed these officials concerningtheir needsfor critical materials such as supplies, generators and manpower.This avenue can be seen as a supplemental role necessaryto assist local governmentsthat were in need of greater,
more expedient assistancefrom the state.

The report concluded that “Better communicationscould be achieved
through a more direct liaison relationship between the Governor’s Office
and the EmergencyPreparednessDivision.” Similarly, the Emergency
PreparednessDivision’s after-action report on Hurricane Hugo stated
that “the existenceof [two] operations centers created coordination
problems during emergencyresponseand the early stagesof recovery”
and recommendedimproved coordination.
Coordination activities were also hindered by communicationssystems
that becamedefective or inoperable after the hurricane. Damageto electrical and telephone systemsin South Carolina impeded communication
between agenciesand hampered the ability of state and local personnel
to respond effectively to the disasters, according to FEMAofficials. Many
member radio stations in the state’s EmergencyBroadcasting System
becameinoperable becauseof power outages,the lack of generators, or
physical equipment damages,The telephone system, which was heavily
damagedby the storm , was unable to handle the large number of assistance calls to the state’s emergencyoperations center. South Carolina is
planning a new emergencycommunicationsnetwork.
In the Virgin Islands, the total breakdown of communicationscontributed to the previously discusseddelay in the disaster declaration, and
made a difficult responsesituation even worse. FEMAofficials on St.
Thomas, for example, were frequently unable to communicatewith their
counterparts on St. Croix. Agency officials at all levels had difficulty in
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communicating with each other immediately after the storm until FEMA
augmented its communication capabilities with emergencycommunications equipment from DOD and the Forest Service.
Although our survey of local managersdid not identify problems in
receiving requested assistance,about 40 percent of the 121 local emergency managementofficials we interviewed said that they experienced
someto great difficulties with communicationsin disaster response.Of
this 40 percent, half were planning to make changesto their operations
plan to help correct these difficulties.

ImmediateEknergencyI3esponse To address problems in immediate response,such as those experienced
with communications,FEMAand others have proposed the creation of a
Support Team
federal responseteam. This team would have the ability to react immediately, at a governor’s request and upon FEMA’S
concurrence,to provide
technical assistanceand to aid victims until additional resourcesfrom
other federal, state, and local agenciesbecomesavailable. Such a team
could be made available even before a disaster is declared to supplement
state and local first responseefforts at a critical point in time, and to
help prepare for the more comprehensivedisaster recovery phase. FEMA
officials said that the Congresswould have to amend the Stafford Act to
authorize FEMA to deploy staff to disaster areas prior to a major disaster
declaration. FEMAis developing a legislative proposal.
After Hurricane Hugo, widespread looting occurred on St. Croix.
Disaster Responsein
Becauseof confusion over leadership, roles, and priorities within the
the Virgin Islands Was V’
irgin Islands’National Guard, law enforcement was poor or nonexistent.
The territorial government requested U.S. military personnel to
Complicated by Law
restore law and order. Poor coordination and communicationsalso conand Order Problems on tributed to the breakdown of law and order on St. Croix.
St. Croix
According to a territorial official, looting began becauseIslanders
neededemergencysupplies and materials, but it escalatedas looters
took nonessentialitems such as appliances. Law enforcement agencies
did not immediately respond to the looting because

. law enforcers were themselves affected by Hurricane Hugo;
National Guard officials releasedtheir personnel to prepare their own
homes for the storm, with no specific return time and date; and
. National Guard personnel who returned after the storm were ineffective
becauseof a lack of National Guard leadership.

l
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Immediately after the hurricane struck, territorial and federal officials
agreed that the Guard’s responseto the situation on St. Croix was inadequate and that a stronger federal presencewas necessary.Pursuant to
the Governor’s request for assistance,the federal government sent 1,200
Department of the Army personnel, agents of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, U.S. marshals, and other law enforcement personnel 3
days after the hurricane to help quell looting and restore order. The
troops stayed for over 8 weeks and, in addition to restoring order,
played a major role in responseactivities by distributing water and
food, clearing debris, and providing other supplies and services.
By December1989, the National Guard Bureau, a DODheadquarters’
unit, issued a report on the Virgin Islands’National Guard’s performance before, during, and after the hurricane. It concludedthat the Virgin
Islands’National Guard leadership failed in performing its emergency
role by not adequately preparing for natural disasters and by not assembling its forces upon notification of an alert. The report made numerous
recommendationsand discussedareas needing additional review. For
example, the report said that the Virgin Islands’National Guard’s emergency preparednessplan used for Hurricane Hugo was too general and
lacked good operational planning. The Guard intends to form emergency
responseteams, supplied with communicationsequipment, to assist
local governments in their immediate responseactivities. The teams will
also report on the status of the disaster to the emergencyoperations
center. Further, to provide additional personnel in catastrophic or nearcatastrophic disasters, the National Guard intends to develop agreements with other National Guard units in neighboring states.
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Recovery has been a troublesome phase of FWA’Sdisaster relief operations in the aftermath of Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta earthquake. Becauseof inefficient operations and/or uncertainty over roles
and responsibilities, longer term recovery assistancehas been marked
by delays, duplicate payments, and incomplete responsesto the needs of
disaster victims.
Three areas-administrative matters, coordination between federal
agencies,and housing for low-income people-need improvement to
help ensure that future disaster recovery efforts are handled more efficiently and effectively. Administratively, becauseFZMA,other federal
agencies,and state governments do not have compatible computer systems, duplication occurred in registering people for assistance.Coordination problems continued into the recovery phase, especially between
FEMAand Education, and FEMAand SCS.These agenciesduplicated
inspections, and neededassistancewas delayed to repair damaged
schools.
Finally, the recovery phase after these two disasters presented new
problems for FEMA:the type and amount of housing assistanceit can
provide to low-income people in areas where affordable housing is
scarce.Advocacy groups in California took legal action against FEMA,
alleging that FEMAdiscriminated against low-income victims. Although
the matter was recently settled, little has been done to repair and/or
replace low-income housing in the areas damagedby the earthquake.
Also, one FEMAapproach to providing housing assistance-cash grants
for construction of permanent housing for disaster victims-does not
conform to the requirements of the Stafford Act.

Magnitude of the
Disasters Highlighted
Administrative
Inefficiencies

In recent years, FEMA has tried to streamline administrative processesto
expedite assistanceto disaster app1icants.lHowever, the large number
of applicants seeking relief from Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta
earthquake demonstrated that administrative problems continue.

‘FEhU’s efforts to improve the individual assistance programs are detailed in DisasterAssistance:
program Changes Expedited Delivery of Individual and Family Grants (GAO/RCED-89-73, Apr. 4,

108Q).
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Incompatible Computer
Systems

Federal and state assistanceagencieshad problems coordinating applicant registration information becauseof incompatible computer systems. As a result, there were multiple entries, updating of the same data,
delays in information-sharing, and difficulties in determining whether
duplicate payments were made.
Most agenciesadministering assistanceto individuals or businessesFEMA,SBA, the state agency administering the individual and family
grant program (IFG),and the Red Cross-had incompatible computer
systems or systemsnot integrated with one another. In California, for
example, updates on SBA data had to be manually forwarded to and
reentered by FEMA.Updates of FEMAand IFGinformation had to be manually transmitted and reentered in all five states. This delayed information-sharing between the two agenciesand resulted in duplication and
data inconsistenciesbetween them.
Agency officials said they support developing a computer system that
would be compatible between the agencies.In December1989, 17 governors from the Western Governors’Association recommendedthat FEMA
work with state agenciesand the Red Crossto develop and implement
the most feasible and economicalmeans for electronically sharing disaster-related information with state agenciesand the Red Cross. Similarly, a South Carolina program administrator reported that South
Carolina officials had insufficient time to develop an adequate automated system to meet the IFGprogram reporting standards, and these
officials recommendedthat FEMAconsider developing a standardized
computer system for the states.

Duplicate Applicant
Registrations

FXMA’computer
S
system did not always initially screen registrations for
duplicates or verify applicants with the same mailing address.In California and South Carolina, the verification of applicants with duplicate
addresseswas not performed until a month or more after the disasters.
Over 3,000 of the first 10,000 registrations in California were duplicates
becausesome people who originally registered by telephone registered
again in person or by telephone, according to a FEMA official. After
receiving complaints from state IFG program officials that they were
receiving hundreds of duplicate cases,FXMAimplemented an address
check to identify duplicate registrations.
However, duplicate registrations and duplicate inspections of damaged
properties were not identified, resulting in some duplicate payments.
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FXMAofficials said they will try to recover about 600 duplicate temporary housing assistancepayments in South Carolina and about 300 in
California. Similarly, as a result of duplicate registrations and inspections, California officials said about 4,000 IFIS grants were either duplicate, excessive,or given to the wrong person.
In California, more than one applicant living at an address caused duplicate inspections and payments. About 23 percent of the registrants in
California were multiple registrants by street address,and 10 percent
were multiple registrants by housing unit. When more than one applicant at an address applied for aid, duplicate inspections of properties
were sometimesmade. While FEMAasked, at the time of registration, for
the names of all the residents, FEMAofficials said their computer system
did not match registrants or inspections by address.Further, according
to California IFGofficials, in many casesseveral people living in a single
residencefiled separate claims for the same damage.As a result, individuals who lived in one room of the house were paid for damagesto the
entire dwelling. To help with such problems, a FEMAheadquarters official said the agency is designing a system to screen duplicate registrations by Social Security number.

Duplicate
Responsibilities and
Coordination Problems
Contributed to
Delayed Assistance

The lack of adequate coordination between certain federal agencieswith
similar responsibilities for repair and/or restoration of public facilities
created problems for affected communities trying to recover from the
recent natural disasters. In California, North and South Carolina, and
the Caribbean, assistancewas delayed or not provided, partly because
of coordination difficulties between FEMA,Education, and state agencies
and/or between FEMA and scs.

FEMA and Education
Responsibilities Overlap

The declaration of a major disaster under the Stafford Act triggers aid
to school districts from two federal agencies.Under section 406(a) of the
Stafford Act, FEMAcan provide funds for the repair or reconstruction of
a public facility damaged by a major disaster, including public buildings
used for educational purposes. Under section 16 of the Education Act
(P.L. 81-816), Education can provide federal subsidiesto repair or
reconstruct public school facilities.
Neither the Stafford Act nor the Education Act addressesthis division
of authority between the two agencies.However, the legislation suggests
that the Congressintended to give primary responsibility for disaster
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assistanceto schoolsto FEMAand secondaryresponsibility to Education.
The Education Act states that schoolsmust first use funds provided by
all other sources(local, state, or other funds, including FEMAassistance
and insurance coverage)before Education can consider applications for
assistance.In practice, however, Education has provided assistancefor
damageto instructional facilities, such as classrooms,and FEMAhas provided assistancefor repairs to administrative facilities and other noninstructional areas, according to a FEMAheadquarters official.

Assistancefor SchoolRepaim
Delayed

The split responsibility for school repairs causedinconsistencies,duplication of effort, and confusion in paying for the repair of damaged
schoolsin California, North and South Carolina, and the Virgin Islands.
In addition, someF~EMA
and Education officials were unclear about their
respective responsibilities for certain types of assistance.The two agencies could not agree on the role each agency would play in assisting
school districts to repair facilities. In addition, duplicate inspections of
damageswere performed by the two agenciesor by the state.
School districts in California and North and South Carolina received no
funds for up to 8 months after the disasters. Education surveyed most
school damagein California l-l/Z months after the earthquake. But
becauseof coordination and other problems, such as duplicate inspections between the school districts and state and federal agencies,the 46
California school districts eligible for Education assistancedid not
receive approval of their claims totaling almost $10 million until June
1990. Education officials also said California payments were delayed
while the state consideredenacting a one-fourth of 1 percent salestax to
cover the costs of the disaster, which may have limited Education’s
responsibility to provide financial assistanceto California school districts. As of October 1990, 14 school districts had received about $3 million from Education, and California had spent about $1 million of this
amount, according to Education officials.
Delays in funding created hardships for someschool districts. For
example, a San Francisco technical school was relocated to an elementary school for more than 8 months while awaiting Education funding
for repairs. According to a school district official, the technical school’s
educational program suffered becausethe elementary school had no laboratories or shops. Education officials said that this school district
received $2.7 million in May 1990, and had spent about one-third of this
amount as of October 1990.
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None of the 48 school districts in South Carolina and 7 in North Carolina
that applied for Education assistancehad received any funds as of
October 1900. Education estimated damageat $24 million for school districts in South Carolina and $1.7 million for school districts in North
Carolina. Assistance from Education was delayed in South Carolina
while Education waited for insurance claims to be paid from a comprehensive state insurance policy that covered all school districts. Education estimates that this policy will cover about 90 percent of the school
damagein South Carolina. Education officials said that its North Carolina payments were delayed by an insurance settlement procedure similar to that of South Carolina’s. Also, unlike in South Carolina,
assistancefrom FEMAand Education was delayed in North Carolina
becauseFEMAsuspendedits processingof damagesurvey reports, which
show the extent of damage and amount of reimbursement, until the
regional official.
roles of the agencieswere clarified, according to a FF,MA
Shortly after completing its inspections, Education provided the Virgin
Islands with $4.9 million in December1989, and an additional $43 million by late spring 1990. Education and territorial officials reported that
the Virgin Islands is having difficulty in awarding these funds and progressing on their extensive damagerepair plan in part becausea
shortage of contractors has delayed the award of repair contracts.
According to someFEMAand state officials, to improve the administration of the program and to help provide assistanceto school districts
promptly, one federal agency should deal with the schools.Some
favored FEMA as the agency to provide disaster assistanceto school districts becauseFEMA has the staff and the expertise. FEMAofficials also
believe that FEMAis more accessibleto state and local officials becauseit
has staff in the field, while Education handles disaster assistancefrom
its headquarters. In addition, FEMAprovides assistanceto other public
and nonprofit facilities, including colleges,universities, and private
schools.One state recommendedthat Education should have responsibility for schools,including all damageinspections, becauseof the special interest and knowledge base that Education possesses.Education
officials said that it should retain responsibility for parts of the program, such as those dealing with the loss of revenue and increased operating costs caused by the disaster. FEMAand Education are considering
ways to improve assistanceto the school districts.
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FEMA and SCS Disagreed
on Responsibilities

Debris from Hurricane Hugo remained in drainage ditches/canals and
watercourses in South Carolina 10 months later becauseof inadequate
coordination between FEMAand scs, according to a state program official. Under its EmergencyWatershed Protection Program, scs can
remove debris related to natural disasters to help relieve impaired
watersheds and help prevent flooding or erosion as well as imminent
hazards to life and property.
Under the Stafford Act, FEMAalso has authority for debris removal from
publicly and privately owned areas. According to a FXMAheadquarters
official, generally a stream or drainage ditch that is normally maintained would be eligible for FEMA funding but permanent improvements
to the ditch are not eligible for FEMAfunding.
FEMAand scs officials agree that their two agenciesdid not adequately
coordinate such activities after Hurricane Hugo. In South Carolina, for
example, scs was not invited to FEMA'S meeting with state and federal
officials to promote coordination with the federal agencies.As a result,
scs made damage assessmentsindependently of FEMA,and FEMAdid not
use scs inspection reports. In some cases,the inspections were duplicated by FEMA.
When scs and FEMAtried to coordinate their work-about 4 months
after the hurricane-they disagreed on who would pay for the work
proposed by scs. FEMA does not pay for improvements to the water flow
of the ditch, the walls of the ditch, or the areas alongsidethe ditch used
for maintenance, so it questioned scs’estimates when it believed the
estimates included such costs. scs officials said their estimates did not
include such costs.
In June 1990, an scs official estimated that over 1,400 miles of drainage
ditches/canals and watercourses in disaster-stricken counties in South
Carolina still needed cleaning. According to a state official, 9 months
after the hurricane, little debris had been removed and the remaining
debris created mosquito infestations, and causedpotential fire and
health hazards. In the Caribbean, FEMAand scs also had coordination
problems that delayed the removal of debris that was eventually cleared
by scs.
A FEMAheadquarters official said that becausethe scs program for
debris removal is similar to the FEMAprogram, the agenciesare considering signing an agreementto improve future coordination. scs and FTMA
officials have met to discuss a memorandum of understanding to clarify
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coordination issues but had not completed negotiations as of December
18, 1990.

Low-Income Housing
Assistance Frequently
Not Provided

Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta earthquake destroyed a substantial amount of housing, particularly low-income housing. The magnitude
of the destruction raised a number of questions about FEMA’role
S and
responsibilities in providing long-term housing assistance.

FEMA’s Authority for
Providing Housing
Assistance

Under the Stafford Act, FZMAis authorized to provide assistancefor
emergencyshelter, nonprofit housing, and temporary housing. However,
FEMAofficials said that the agency does not have the authority to
restore or permanently replace damagedlow-income housing. More
specifically:
. Section 403 authorizes federal agenciesto provide “emergency shelter.”
FEMA interprets emergencyshelter to mean temporary shelter and said it
could not use this provision to replace rental units for long-term use.
9 Section 406 makes damagedpublic or private nonprofit housing eligible
for FEMA assistance;however, most of the earthquake-damagedunits
were not eligible becausethey were privately owned.
v Section 408 authorizes FEMA to provide temporary housing assistanceto
individuals displaced by a disaster. Under this section, FEMAprovides
mobile homes or readily fabricated dwellings as “temporary housing.”

Damaged Rental Units
Have Not Eken Restored in
California

officials said the Loma Prieta earthquake was the first large-scale
disaster in a major urban area where the problem of repairing or
replacing low-income housing occurred. The Loma Prieta earthquake
struck an area that had a serious shortage of affordable rental housing
for low-income residents2and a low vacancy rate for all housings3
According to Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) statistics, the earthquake destroyed about 1,000 low-income units and
causedmajor damageto another 3,000 low-income units.
FEMA

2HUD defines affordable rent as not more than 30 percent of income for someone with 80 percent of
the median income of the area, adjusted for family size.
3HUD considers vacancy rates below 6 percent (4 to 6 percent, depending on the rate of growth in the
area) to be low. In areas hardest hit by the earthquake--Alameda, San Francisco, and Santa Cruz
counties-vacancy rates prior to the earthquake ranged from 0.8 to 2.9 percent.
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Most of these privately owned units will not be restored or replaced
without government assistance,partly becausethe repair costs exceed
the revenue that could be generatedthrough affordable rents, according
to local and federal housing officials. Although owners of damaged
rental housing may have been eligible for SBA disaster businessloans,
their repayment expensescould force them to increase rents, thereby
taking the units from the low-income housing inventory. A FEMAofficial
said the Stafford Act does not authorize the agencyto restore or replace
the damagedunits.
A FEMAofficial said that HUD, not FEW, should be responsible for
restoring or replacing permanent housing. However, FEMAdid not
believe it had the authority to direct HUD to do so, and HUD did not agree
to assumethe responsibility. Although section 402 of the Stafford Act
authorizes FEMAto direct federal agenciesto use their authority and
resources,with or without reimbursement, to support state and local
assistanceefforts, FEMAinterprets this section as applicable only to
short-term emergencydisaster needsinstead of long-term needs,such as
permanent replacement of damagedhousing. As a result, FEMAdid not
request HUD to assist in housing recovery efforts following the earthquake or to provide disaster funds.
In February 1990, HUD Region IX officials proposed using (1) $44 million
in federal funds to help rebuild damagedor demolished housing and (2)
2,000 S-year rental assistancevouchers to aid victims while the housing
was being rebuilt. However, HUD headquarters did not fund this proposal. HUD allocated 500 rental assistancevouchers and 664 moderate
rehabilitation certificates to the earthquake disaster area. It took 4
months to provide the vouchers, and local authorities in one locality had
not received the rehabilitation certificates 8 months after the earthquake.4The vouchers provide rental assistanceto some low-income
renters, and the certificates can help restore buildings with minor
damage,but neither program addressesthe need to replace or restore
the destroyed or seriously damagedunits.
To help address the problem of repair or restoration of damagedrental
units, the state established the California Natural Disaster Assistance
Program for Rental Properties to provide low-interest, deferred loans
4The moderate rehabilitation program is designed to provide financial assistance to private parties to
upgrade low-income rental properties in their early stages of deterioration, restore them to standard
conditions, and maintain them at that level. The program’s objective is to preserve the supply of
affordable housing where needed. This program is detailed in Rental Housing: Inefficiencies F’rom
Combining Moderate Rehabilitation and Tax Credit Subsidies (GAo/RcED-90-168, June 19,lQQO).

for rehabilitating these units. To be eligible, an applicant must have first
used any available funds from FEMA,SBA, and the state. While these
loans are not specifically targeted for low-income units, several owners
of damagedlow-income housing have applied for aid and may be
assisted.Someowners of damagedlow-income rental units may receive
Ioans through this program, but becauseit was designedas a measure of
last resort, assistancewas delayed, pending the outcome of a lawsuit
against mm-settled in December1990, which is discussedin the following section.
Similarly, the state offered low-interest deferred loans of up to $30,000
under the California Natural Disaster Assistance Program for OwnerOccupants,as a last resort to homeownerswhose needswere not met by
FEMA,SBA, and the IFG program. While the program provided needed
assistanceto homeowners,damageto somehomes may exceedthe
$30,000 maximum, and the program director said the program was just
beginning to receive applications 6 months after the earthquake.
role in responding to future disasters would changeif legislation
introduced in the House of Representativesin August 1990 were
enacted. Under H.R. 1180, sectionsof the United States Housing Act of
1937 (60 Stat. 888) and the Housing and Community Development Act
of 1974 (P.L. 93-383) would be amendedto give HUD the authority to
provide disaster assistancefrom funds appropriated specifically for
that purpose.

HUD'S

FEMA’s Interpretation of
the Stafford Act and
Administrative
_ -__.Problems
Impeded Providing
Temporary Housing
Assistance

FENA’S interpretation of the Stafford Act and administrative problems
have impeded providing housing assistancein California and St. Croix.
In California, FEMA’S
eligibility criteria for aid excluded some low-income
victims, and the aid provided to others did not meet their temporary
housing needs.Languageand literacy barriers also hindered FEMA’S
efforts in California. On St. Croix, efforts to repair and rebuild victims’
homes have also been delayed becauseof administrative problems.

After the Loma Prieta earthquake, FEMArequired victims seeking eligibility for temporary housing assistanceto document the fact that they
had lived at a particular location for at least 30 days. Victims who
shared housing and those living in single room occupancy (SRO) units
had problems meeting this residency requirement. According to local
officials, (1) SRO residents often could not afford to stay in an SRO
building for an entire month; (2) owners of SRO buildings often did not
allow residents to stay longer than a full month, to prevent them from
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gaining tenancy rights; (3) residents sometimesshared a room with
another resident and could not document their own tenancy; or (4)
residents had difficulty getting documents from damagedbuildings or
former landlords. FEMAofficials said that only 363 victims qualified for
and received temporary housing assistance,out of 869 living units in 8
of the severely damagedSRO buildings in Oakland.
In November 1989, tenant advocacy groups filed a class action lawsuit
against FJZMA,
charging that F’EMA
discriminated against low-income victims of the earthquake who occupied SROSor other transient accommodations. In a court-approved settlement agreement,FEMAagreed to
replace damagedlow-income housing under section 403 of the Stafford
Act. The agreementstipulated that the work had to be completed within
106 days. Since many of the damagedunits cannot be repaired or
replaced within the specified time frame, local officials said that few
projects will qualify for FEMAaid. Action on the legal settlement was
delayed while disagreementsbetween FEMAand the plaintiffs were
argued before the court. Eleven months after the earthquake, only one
project had been approved for funding. On December6,1990, in order to
expedite implementation of the settlement agreement,the parties
entered into a memorandum of understanding that could require FFMAto
provide up to $23.04 million for replacing 2,070 low-income housing
units made uninhabitable by the earthquake.
In addition, communication barriers hindered FEMA'S efforts to provide
assistanceto some victims in California. According to state and local
officials, many victims were unable to understand and meet FEMA'S
requirements becausethey did not understand English well and/or had
limited literacy. For example, a local official complained that instructions on temporary housing assistancechecks were too complicated for
disaster victims with limited reading skills. Also, the instructions were
initially only presented in English, which created problems for many
Hispanic victims.
FEMAofficials recognizedthe need for alternative forms of temporary
housing assistancein South Carolina and provided 230 mobile homes.In
California, however, FXMAdid not recognizethe shortage of alternative
low-cost housing when making decisionsabout the type of temporary
housing assistanceneeded.Initially, FEMAdecided that rental assistance
checks would be the only form of temporary housing assistanceprovided to displaced renters, not recognizing that only a limited number of
affordable rental units were available. Consequently, many victims
remained in Red Cross shelters for long periods of time. After several
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weeks and considerable com m unity pressure, F E M Aagreed to provide
160 m obile hom es;.prim arily for the Watsonville area (south of San
Francisco) and began form ulating plans to provide funds for emergency
shelter for other areas. Few occupants of the m obile hom esin California
were able to purchase the F E M Ahom es as perm anent housing because
they could not obtain land for the m obile hom es.However, as of early
July 1990, in South Carolina, occupants of over 200 of the 230 m obile
hom es were able to purchase the m obile hom esthey occupied.
Administrative problems also occurred in providing housing assistance
to disaster victims in St. Croix. FIZM assisted
A
victims by m aking available tem porary, m akeshift housing; renovating governm ent-owned
housing; and importing 400 m obile hom es.M ost victims who sought
F E M Aassistancewere helped to repair or rebuild their hom es.However,
delays occurred in rebuilding hom esbecauseof contracting difficulties,
problems proving land ownership, and shortages of land suitable for
construction. Ten m onths after the hurricane, F E M Ahad not provided
housing assistanceto over 400 fam ilies.

One F E M A Approach to
Assisting Homeowners
Does Not Conform to
Stafford Act

In Puerto Rico and in the Virgin Islands, F E M A ’principal
S
housing assistance differed from the assistanceprovided on the m ainland. The assistance provided does not conform to the Stafford Act’s requirem ents. In
these jurisdictions, F E M Aestablished “eligible-created resources,”under
which hom eowners whose hom eswere totally destroyed were eligible
for cash grants to bald new hom es,constructed in accordancewith
F E M Aspecifications to help ensure that the houses will be hurricaneresistant. The houses are owned by the disaster victims.
F E M Aused cash grants for housing assistancein the Caribbean because
of the relative rem otenessof these locations. In Puerto Rico and in the
Virgin Islands, providing m obile hom es is often not as practicable a form
of housing assistanceas it is on the m ainland. For such com paratively
rem ote locations, transportation of m obile hom esfrom the m ainland is
expensive (about $8,000 per m obile hom e) and takes a considerable
amount of tim e, according to F E M AAlso,
.
once the hom es arrive, the governm ent m ust spend additional tim e and m oney to prepare the m obile
hom es to be hurricane-resistant.
Section 408 of the Stafford Act authorizes “tem porary housing units” to
disaster victims who “require tem porary housing.” The statute also
authorizes the federal governm ent, following the tem porary assistance
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period, to sell the housesto the disaster victims who occupy them “at
prices that are fair and equitable, as determined by [FEMA].”
However, under FEMA’eligible-created
S
resourcesapproach, housing is
made available to disaster victims on a permanent, not a temporary,
basis. FXMAnever establishesan ownership interest in the houses;the
housesare owned by the disaster victims. As owners, they are entitled
to reside in them permanently. Thus, the eligible-createdresources
approach does not conform to the requirements of section 408. FEMA,
however, disagreedwith this conclusion and took the position that the
Stafford Act provides the flexibility to use eligible-createdresourcesfor
housing.
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LessonsLearned and Actions Planned

As a result of the severe damage from Hurricane Hugo and the Loma
Prieta earthquake, officials from all levels of government-federal,
state, and local-and the voluntary relief agencieslooked critically at
their performance in responseto these disasters. They have identified
many areas that could be improved in the three phases of disaster management-preparedness, response,and recovery. Many of these agencies have already taken some actions to address the identified problems;
other actions are planned.

FEIMA
Mobile Disaster Field
Offices

preparedness, response,and recovery.
To more effectively address situations where it may have to assumean
immediate responserole- as it did in the Virgin Islands-r%m is currently developing specifications for a mobile, self-sufficient disaster
field office. FEMAbelieves that such an office would allow it to more
effectively respond to catastrophic and near-catastrophic disasters
when the immediate establishment of a more permanent disaster field
office is not possible. This mobile office would have space and lodging
accommodationsfor about 20 FEMAdisaster assistancestaff, and include
critical items, such as food, water, generators, and communications
equipment.
FEMAplans to request funding for a mobile, self-contained disaster field
office in its fiscal year 1992 budget proposal. To enable such an office to
perform immediate responseoperations in addition to normal recovery
operations, FEMAis also considering modifying the organizational structure of the disaster field office components so that some response functions can be delegated to other agencieswhen appropriate.

Establishment of a
Permanent Office in the
Caribbean

FEMAis considering establishing a permanent field office in the San
Juan, Puerto Rico, area with a small staff to provide more expeditious
assistancein the Caribbean area and to help reduce administrative costs
of long-term disaster recovery efforts.

Communicatioqs

FEMAhas taken actions to help ensure that it, the states, and local governments have compatible, reliable, and mobile emergency communications capabilities, For example, FEMAis developing guidance on
purchasing antennas and towers that can be quickly erected, and it is
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retrofitting existing antennas and towers. FEMAis also providing technical and financial assistancefor the purchase of cellular telephones,
hand-held radios, and satellite communicationssystems.
In an after-action report on the Hurricane Hugo disaster operations in
Puerto Rico, FEMA regional staff recommendedthat hand-held radios be
made available to disaster application center personnel prior to the
center’s opening. To help improve the cost-effectivenessof its communications equipment and eliminate the need for telephone installation,
they recommendedthat cellular phones be purchased for each center.

Disaster Preparedness
Activities

FEMAis improving its disaster training and planning at the federal, state,
and local levels. It developed a l-week course on warning and communications systems design and is currently developing an emergencyequip
ment inspection and maintenance course for state and local emergency
managers.Further, FEMAis preparing training and equipment standards
for urban search and rescue teams, and is developing a training program
for elected officials that describestheir roles and responsibilities when a
disaster strikes.
FEMAis revising its federal responseplan for catastrophic earthquakes
to respond to all types of large-scalenatural disasters. The plan envisioned by FEMAwould provide federal agencieswith preassignedmissions; for example, the General ServicesAdministration would provide
logistical/resource support, and DOD would provide urban search and
rescue operations in any catastrophic or near-catastrophic disaster.

Disaster Responseand
Recovery Activities

FEMAis examining ways to expedite responsesto states’requests for
common emergencysupport items such as generators, water tanks, and
portable radio systems.FEMA'S Puerto Rico after-action report recommended that FEMAdevelop lists of emergencysupport items, evaluate
the ability of various federal agenciesto provide these items, and create
a standard operating procedure for obtaining the items during a disaster. A FEMAofficial said that the revised responseplan calls for federal agenciesto develop lists of emergencysupport items. Also, to
reduce delays and costs of acquiring aircraft, the report recommended
that FEMAdevelop a memorandum of understanding with the Forest Service regarding the availability of aircraft during a disaster and also
explore with the Air National Guard the use of helicopters for disaster
application centers operations.
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FEWIidentified a need to improve representation of the various federal,
local, and voluntary relief agenciesat the centers. FINA recommended
that (1) the Red Cross develop an alternate centersupport system, (2)
the Farmers’Home Administration consider training local hires to
represent the agency at centers, and (3) FEMAdevelop consistent plans
for using the mental health crisis counselingservicesof local agenciesat

centers.
FEMAalso recognizesa need to stock Spanish- as well as Englishlanguage disaster assistanceregistration forms to help avoid delays in
the delivery of these forms to the disaster application centers.

Changesto the Individual
AssistancePrograms

FEMAis considering improving the efficiency of its individual assistance
programs by separating the IFGprogram’s application processfrom the
SBA'S disaster loan program. According to FEMA,this measure may
require legislative changes,and may help expedite financial assistance
to disaster victims.
To streamline the verification process,FEMA is considering contract,
policy, and regulatory changesthat would reduce or eliminate certain
requirements, reviews, and paperwork that are not consideredcosteffective. For example, FEMAplans to reduce the number of quality control reviews for IFG field inspections, and it is creating a simplified, onepage form for inspecting damagedproperties.
Also, FTWAregional staff, in their after-action report for Puerto Rico,
recommendedthat IFGgrant recipients not be required to purchase flood
insurance to help reduce the delays and costs of application processing.
The report also recommendedthat the teleregistration processbegin
immediately after a presidential disaster declaration. To help identify
duplicate applications for disaster assistanceand reduce printing costs,
the report recommendedthat applicants’Social Security numbers be
used as a control number on applications. To avoid duplicating disaster
assistancebenefits, the report recommendedthat FEMAissue new
instructions for coordinating the IFG and SBA programs. The report also
recommendedthat FEMA’computer
S
system for individual assistance
programs be modified to allow the Red Crossto obtain accessto and
enter specific information to expedite data-sharing and reduce duplication of assistanceprovided.
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Public Information

To help clarify the types of disaster assistanceavailable and the roles of
the different assistanceagencies,FEMAis developing a disaster information strategy. One purpose of this strategy is to improve the communications between FEMAand its constituents-disaster victims, the media,
state and local agencies,and congressionaldelegations.
To improve the processof providing information to the media, FEMA’S
Puerto Rico after-action report recommendedthat the agency(1) deploy
the lead public information officer to a disaster area along with the federal official in charge of the disaster field office prior to a disaster declaration when a disaster is inevitable; (2) assemblean information kit
containing items such as updated media lists, English and Spanish dictionaries, and media releaseletterheads and store it in preparation for
future disasters;and (3) designateone of the first telephone lines
installed at a disaster field office for the public information staff.

American Red Cross

The American Red Crossevaluated its performance and plans to
develop, and in somecaseshas implemented, appropriate action plans
for improving its disaster relief operations. In general, the Red Cross
said it needsto improve its ability to respond to catastrophic disasters
and coordinate better with FEMA.The Red Crossacknowledgedthat it
needsto better educateits chapters and the public on its servicesand
procedures.For more efficient monitoring of donations, the Red Cross
recommended(1) requesting manufacturers to donate, before a disaster,
preidentified necessaryitems for disaster victims and (2) developing
proceduresfor handling unnecessarydonations made during a disaster.

California

California’s interagency hazard m itigation team’s report made about 60
recommendationsin areas such as hazard identification and monitoring,
and repair and construction. About 30 recommendationsaddressed
responseplanning. One of these said that FEMAand the California O ffice
of EmergencyServices,along with other federal, state, and local agencies,should develop new plans or revise existing plans for (1) state and
federal responsesto major disasters;(2) state resourceassistance;(3) a
state medical plan and mutual aid agreements;(4) state and local water
distribution systems;and (6) federal, state, and local communications
equipment.
The team also addressedthe need to preidentify and position federal,
state, and local resourcesto immediately mobilize for a disaster area.
Current federal law, however, precludesmajor federal suppliers, such as
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DOD,from

taking such actions, accordingto the report. Additionally, the
team recommendedthat critical facilities, such as hospitals, have provisions for on-site, back-up generatorsand/or emergencyfuel supplies and
that state masscare and shelter providers receivetraining in procedures
and resourcecoordination.

North Carolina

counties develop a specific section covering hurricanes in their emergency operating plans. Before the hurricane, only coastal counties were
required to include these hurricane-specificsections,but the unexpected
path of Hurricane Hugo made emergencymanagementofficials aware of
the need for inland counties to develop them as well.
In addition, the North Carolina National Guard identified a need for
training exercisesthroughout its chain of command,and recommended
that the state legislature amend current statutes to allow the Guard to
participate in emergencymanagementtraining exercises.

Puerto Rico

South Carolina

things, reorganizeand clarify the roles and responsibilities of the primary providers of food and shelter. In addition, the interagency hazard
m itigation team made 22 recommendationson preparedness,warning,
and response.Recommendationsaddressedrevising or developing plans
for immediate responseactivities. For example, the team recommended
that Puerto Rico revise existing evacuation plans and develop a comprehensive shelter plan, For situations where state and local governments
cannot respond to a catastrophic disaster, it recommendedthat FEMA
and other supporting federal agenciesdevelop a federal immediate
responseplan. To support this plan, the team recommendedthat Puerto
Rico develop a priority list of critical servicesthat may require federal
support in future disasters.

resentatives from EMA; the Red Cross;the National Guard; and other
state, local, and public offices, made 25 recommendations,including the
creation of a federal rapid responseteam that would provide immediate
aid to victims of disastersbefore the arrival of other federal entities and
national voluntary relief agencies.It also recommendedimprovements
to statewide radio communicationsand mandatory training for local
emergencypreparednessofficials and staff, as well as elected county
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and municipal officials. The panel recommendedadding recovery
issuesto the state emergencypreparednessplan and creating a postevacuation plan for returning evacueesto their residences.Other recommendations addressedareas such as public information, back-up generators, interagency cooperation between nonprofit agencies,hazard
mitigation, and emergencybroadcasting.
In addition, the interagency hazard mitigation team made recommendations in emergencymanagement,communicationsand warning, infrastructure, utilities, transportation, and other areas. It recommendedthat
state and local governments, along with FEMA,(1) ensure that state and
local emergencyoperating centers have adequate facilities; (2) develop a
comprehensiveplan for emergencycommunicationsbetween state and
local emergencyoperating centers; and (3) implement provisions for
back-up emergencypower for critical facilities, such as hospitals,
nursing homes,commercial radio stations, and water and sewer
facilities.
The State EmergencyPreparednessDivision recognizedthat its difficulty in managing a major disaster such as Hurricane Hugo resulted
from inadequate equipment, facilities, and staff at its emergencyoperations center. Further, it recognizedthat it neededto reorganize along
functional lines for maximum efficiency. To addressthese problems, the
Division recommendedacquiring additional equipment and facilities;
conducting additional training; revising plans; requiring a Division rep
resentative in the Governor’s emergencyoperations center at all times
during and immediately after disasters; and evaluating the Emergency
PreparednessDivision’s structure.
The state National Guard made 11 recommendations,including crosstraining of its staff on equipment operation and maintenance skills,
decentralizing its command and control, and establishing a military/
civilian liaison for each county immediately after a disaster. In addition,
the Guard recommendedimprovements in National Guard communications capabilities, including having an effective chain of command for
providing information, sourcesof back-up power, and coordination
between the National Guard and public radio and television stations.

Virgin Isltids

In its report on the Virgin Islands, the interagency hazard mitigation
team made recommendationsaddressingpreparednessissuessuch as
planning and training. For example, it recommendedthat FEMAevaluate
the catastrophic earthquake plan (which FEMAhas replaced with the
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draft November 1990 Federal Natural Disaster ResponsePlan to include
disasters other than earthquakes) for situations where state and local
governments are unable to assumethe immediate responserole in a
large-scaledisaster. The team also recommendedthat the territory
revise its emergencyoperating plan to include identification of critical
facilities. For training, the team recommendedthat the territory
improve the quality of emergencymanagementagency staff through
training and that it educate elected officials on disasters. Additional recommendationssuggesteddeveloping multihazard public information and
preparednessprograms; improving territorial communications,such as
alternative sourcesof back-up power; and establishing an emergency
power-generating system.
Currently, both the Virgin Islands National Guard and the territory’s
EmergencyManagementAgency are under the authority of the Adjutant
General. The legislature, however, is considering placing the Emergency
ManagementAgency under separate managementto help improve its
performance.
The Virgin Islands Territorial EmergencyManagementAgency is
revising its emergencyoperating plan to improve coordination between
local government agencies.In addition, these local agenciesare adding a
section to the plan to provide information on the specific roles and
responsibilities of key individuals.
Actions already taken and planned will improve the ability of F’EMA
as
well as the state and local communities to managethe next disaster.
However, in chapter 6 we are making a number of recommendations.to
FEMAwhich we believe will further strengthen both its ability to respond
in the event of a disaster and its ability to assist state and local govemments to prepare for a disaster. Further, we raise a number of issuesfor
the Congressto consider concerning FEMA’legislative
S
authority.
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Conclusions

Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta earthquake were devastating, and
the media’s coverageof these events suggestedthat FEMAwas not
responding as expected. A closer look, however, shows that FEMAgenerally fulfilled its statutory obligations to supplement state and local
efforts. Nonetheless,these nearly simultaneous disasters highlighted
areas in three phasesof disaster management-preparedness, immediate response,and recovery-that need attention by federal, state, and
local agencies.
State and local governments have primary responsibility for disaster
preparedness.FEMA only has the authority to guide, but not direct, state
and local governments in their preparednessplans and activities. When
states and/or local governments do not comply with agreed-uponobjectives, correct problems uncovered in exercises,or participate in training,
FEMAhas no practical meansof requiring that they do so to be better
prepared to deal with disasters. However, the recent experienceswith
Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta earthquake should be persuasive.
When states and local governments had fully engagedin planning and
exercises,and made appropriate corrections, they were better able to
respond to the demandsof these natural disasters. However, all levels of
government faced problems in dealing with long-term recovery, on
which FEMAhas placed little emphasis.
In the immediate responseto Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta
earthquake, the needsof disaster victims were generally met, but not
necessarily as efficiently as possible.These inefficiencies, particularly
coordination difficulties between agencies,requests for assistancethat
went outside of normal channels,and inadequate staffing, gave rise to a
general impression that FEMA and other agencieswere not meeting their
obligations. In addition, somedisaster victims and somegovernment
officials did not understand FEMA’S
responsibility to supplement the
efforts of state and local governments.
FEMAhas limited ability to ensure that all states have the capability to
fulfill their first responseroles effectively and efficiently. Different
capabilities at state and local responselevels becameevident immediately after the disasters. Also, becauseFEMA was not prepared to take
over the state’s role as immediate responder, assistancewas delayed.
FEMAis now considering actions that could be taken to provide first
responseassistancewhen necessary.
In recovering from the Septemberand October 1989 disasters, FJZMA
and
other agenciesdid not managetheir assistanceprograms as efficiently
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as possible. For example, computer systemsbetween FEMAand the other
agenciesadministering individual assistanceprograms were incompatible. As a result, duplicate registrations occurred and were not always
reconciled before duplicate payments were made. In addition, FEMAand
other agencieswith similar responsibilities for restoring public facilities
did not coordinate their activities. For example, FEMAand Education
’
provide assistanceto repair schools.However, becauseof coordination
problems, some school districts were subject to duplicate inspections;
assistancewas delayed for several months. Similarly, FEMAand scs did
not coordinate debris removal efforts in South Carolina, which created
potential health and safety hazards for months after the disaster.
In the recovery phase, we found that current federal disaster assistance
programs do not provide adequate assistanceto state and local governments to reconstruct damagedrental units. The shortfall in housing
assistancewas evident in several areas. First, landlords desiring to
repair damagedunits found that federal disaster loans were not economically feasible for low-income housing. Repayment costs would require
owners to charge rents beyond the means of low-income tenants.
Second,HUD received no disaster assistancefunds, and transfers of other
HUD funds to aid disaster victims were delayed. Third, California’s
deferred loan programs offered some limited assistanceto restoring
rental units and homes,but assistancewas delayed becausefederal
assistancewas to be used first. And finally, FEMAsaid its authority only
permitted it to provide temporary emergencyshelter. In California, FEMA
did not establish a temporary housing assistanceprogram that recognized the need for a longer term housing recovery plan. F’EMA’housing
S
assistancerequirements and procedures made it virtually impossible for
some disaster victims to get temporary housing assistance.Also, one
approach FXMAinstituted to deal with the needsof housing disaster victims in areas not part of the mainland United States did not conform to
the explicit requirements of the Stafford Act.

Recommendations

To help ensure that local, state, and federal agenciesare better prepared
to respond to disasters, we recommendthat the Director of FEMA
. request state and local emergencymanagementagenciesto incorporate
recovery activities into their emergencyplans and help provide appropriate training to state and local disaster managementpersonnel;
. request that states establish monitoring systemsto help ensure that
local jurisdictions correct problems and weaknessesidentified during
emergencytraining exercisesand drills;
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periodically provide natural disaster training to FEMAheadquarters and
regional office staff who are not assignedto the disaster assistanceprogram but who may be needed during large-scalenatural disasters;
. clarify, where appropriate, the roles and responsibilities of involved
federal agenciesby developing memoranda of understanding, or other
suitable methods, to improve coordination with such agencies;
. improve FEMA’computer
S
system to help ensure that duplicate applications for assistanceare immediately identified and that automated registration information is available to other agenciesfor their use in
administering disaster assistanceprograms;
. cooperate with the Department of Education in the repair or restoration
of public schoolsso that duplicate damageinspections do not occur and
schoolsreceive necessaryfinancial assistancemore promptly; and
coordinate with the Secretary of HUD and other appropriate federal,
state, local, and voluntary relief agenciesto develop a suitable housing
recovery plan for low-income victims.

l

l

Recommendation to
the Congress
,

Matters for
Congressional
Consideration

FEMAhad problems in providing housing for low-income disaster victims
in California and the Caribbean in part becauseit was unsure of its role
in responding to disaster-related, long-term housing needs.Therefore,
the Congressshould either (1) clarify whether section 402 of the Stafford Act authorizes FEMAto direct HUD to assist state and local governments in rehabilitating or reconstructing housing for disaster victims or
(2) amend sections of the United States Housing Act of 1937 and the
Housing and Community Development Act of 1974 to provide for appropriations directly to HUD to fund housing assistancefor disaster victims.
The Congressshould consider providing FEMAwith the authority to act
as a first responseagency in situations where such assistanceis
warranted.
The Congressshould also consider amending section 408 to authorize
FEMAto institute approachessuch as eligible-created resourcesthat provide permanent, rather than temporary, housing to disaster victims.
Such authority should be available only when special circumstances
make it impracticable to provide temporary housing units.
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Views of Federal and
State Agencies

As requested, we did not request written commentson a draft of this
report. However, we discussedthe report’s factual information with the
officials of federal and state agencies.They generally agreed with the
portrayal of the information presented in this report,
Specifically, aside from general discussion,California did not provide
any comments,while North Carolina and Puerto Rico offered only minimal comments,which we have incorporated in this report. South Carolina officials agreed with the facts presented; however, they said that
the role of the dual command centers to addressthe needsof victims
should be clarified to recognizethat this situation only created difficulties initially and it was corrected quickly. We have revised the report to
recognizeSouth Carolina’s views. (Seepp. 43 to 44.) The Virgin Islands
took issue with the portrayal of its role as first responder. In light of its
concern, we recognizedits views. (Seepp. 33 to 34 and 46 to 46.) FXMA
generally agreed with the information presented. However, FEMAdisagreed with our legal conclusion that the eligible-created resources
approach to meeting housing needs does not conform to the requirements of the Stafford Act becauseFEM,+fundedhousing is made available on a permanent instead of temporary basis. FEMAhas taken the
position that the Stafford Act provides the flexibility necessaryto allow
the use of eligible-created resourcesfor housing needs.We suggestthat
the Congressconsider changing the law to specifically allow such flexibility in the future. (Seep, 68.)
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Appendix I

AgenciesThat May Respondto Major Disasters ’

American Red Cross
Environmental Protection Agency
Federal CommunicationsCommission
Federal EmergencyManagementAgency
General ServicesAdministration
Interstate CommerceCommission
National Aeronautics and SpaceAdministration
National CommunicationsSystem
Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance
Office of PersonnelManagement
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
U.S. Department of Agriculture
U.S. Department of Commerce
US. Department of Defense
U.S. Department of Education
U.S. Department of Energy
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
U.S. Department of the Interior
U.S. Department of Justice
US. Department of Labor
U.S. Department of State
US. Department of Transportation
U.S. Department of the Treasury
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
U.S. Postal Service
Source:FEMA.
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