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Summary

This article explores the politics that inevitably surround natural disasters, and FEMA’s role in assisting the States that suffer through a disaster.  Joshua Rinesmith begins with an explanation of Jimmy Carter’s creation of FEMA through a 1979 executive order though he points out that the increasing declarations of natural disasters have placed an increasing burden on the taxpayer.  The article also discusses the specific political influences on disaster declarations and payments and concludes that the implementation of the Disaster Mitigation Act shows that the federal government is attempting to shift the burden of losses in hazardous areas to the states and communities who allow the development there.
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While federal relief for individual disasters has been provided throughout much of the history of the federal government, it was not until an executive order
 issued by President Jimmy Carter in 1979 that the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) was created to oversee and coordinate all federal disaster relief assistance.
  Since its inception, FEMA has expanded under power of the amendments to the Robert T. Stafford Disaster and Emergency Assistance Act of 1974
 and the Hazard Mitigation Act of 2000 to span multiple departments and agencies.  FEMA was placed within the Department of Homeland Security when it was formed in March of 2003.  


Disaster declarations have increased significantly in the number of declarations per year over the last couple of decades
.  Directly correlated with an increase in the number of declarations is an increasing burden on the taxpayer.  Experts argue that this increase is attributable to three factors: (1) increased vulnerability due to the encroachment of human activities and development in areas that are particularly hazard prone, (2) an increasing rate of occurrence of weather and sea-level related hazards due to global climate change, and (3) the increased capabilities for reporting and documenting disaster losses, a phenomenon often referred to as the “CNN effect.”
  While it can be argued that the increased disaster declaration rate is primarily attributable to just one of these factors, it is more likely that all three play a significant role in current disaster declaration trends.  An additional consequence of what is referred to the CNN effect has been the politicization of disaster relief.  This has been especially true with the Clinton and current Bush presidential administrations.  Documentation of this activity will be discussed in much further detail in the political influences and policy recommendations sections.


The entire political landscape surrounding federal disaster relief is a topic in which volumes upon volumes can be written.  There already has been some literary commentary on the subject, which serves as the basis for this current project.  In writing this paper, it is my intention to provide an overview of the entire subject matter.  In doing so, I have put forth a brief overview of the disaster declaration process and the types of assistance accessible, examined some of the literature currently available on disaster relief, extracted any statistical analysis of federal relief payments and updated them where possible, discussed the political factors that might influence disaster relief programs and payments and concluded with a synopsis of policy recommendations which need to be implemented in order to improve this nation’s disaster relief policy.


It should be noted that while I have been able to locate and compile some statistics on natural disasters and their related expenditures, which can be viewed as appendices to this paper, I encountered extreme difficulty in locating substantial amounts of recent statistical information on disaster payments.  This difficulty might be attributable to two reasons.  The first of these has to do with the plain logistical fact that federal disaster relief programs and expenditures originate from a wide array of departments and agencies within the federal government.  Because of the vast amount of sources of disaster relief, it takes a great deal of time to gather all of the statistics needed to obtain an accurate portrayal of total relief expenditures.  Another possible reason that federal disaster statistics are extremely difficult to compile is that, for certain reasons, it is politically beneficial that accurate disaster expenditures are not well documented.

Disaster Declaration Process and Types of Aid

The purpose of this section is to provide the necessary background regarding the disaster relief declaration process and the types of aid available from the federal government to assist the reader in understanding the discussions on the political influences and policy recommendations to follow.  Without such an understanding, it would be impossible to understand how certain political incentives influence the system as well as understand the recommendations for improvement of our overall disaster relief policy.

The Robert T. Stafford Disaster and Emergency Assistance Act of 1974
 and the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 set up the statutory framework for disaster relief in the United States.  While the Stafford Act sets up the primary process for disaster declaration and relief, as we know it, the Disaster Mitigation Act is making a somewhat revolutionary attempt at federal disaster mitigation and assistance.  The following quote, taken from the FEMA website discusses a general overview of FEMA’s approach to hazard mitigation:

“Disaster victims and public entities are encouraged to avoid the life and property risks of future disasters. Examples include the elevation or relocation of chronically flood-damaged homes away from flood hazard areas, retrofitting buildings to make them resistant to earthquakes or strong winds, and adoption and enforcement of adequate codes and standards by local, state and federal government. FEMA encourages and helps fund damage mitigation measures when repairing disaster damaged structures.”

While it appears on its face that FEMA it attempting to properly mitigate the damages that can be caused by natural hazards, whether there are actually positive results is a different question that will be discussed in further detail later in this paper.  

The declaration of a natural disaster involves members of all levels of government.  Once a natural disaster has occurred, the first entities on the scene are municipal governments and private relief agencies such as the Red Cross.  If the local government is overwhelmed, it petitions the state for assistance, which responds with state resources such as the National Guard and state agencies.  A damage assessment is then conducted by local, state, federal and volunteer agencies and organizations to determine the losses from the hazards and the resources needed for recovery.  At this time, a major disaster declaration is requested by the governor of the impacted state citing the damage assessment as well as an agreement to commit a certain amount of state funds and resources to the long-term recovery.  FEMA then evaluates the request and recommends a course of action to be taken by the White House.  The President will either approve the request and issue a disaster declaration or have FEMA inform the governor that the request has been denied.  The decision process can take anywhere from a few hours to several weeks depending on the nature of the disaster.  It should be noted here, that there are no guidelines for the President in determining whether or not to issue a disaster declaration, however, this will be discussed in much further detail below.  

There are two types of disaster declarations that are issued according to the Stafford Act.  When a major disaster declaration is issued, funding comes from the President’s Disaster Relief Fund and the disaster aid programs of other federal agencies such as the Small Business Administration and the agency for Housing and Urban Development.  The second type of declaration is an Emergency Declaration.  These declarations are more limited in scope, do not include the long-term recovery programs of a major disaster declaration and generally have a five million dollar assistance cap.  This type of disaster declaration is generally declared to provide funding and assistance to meet a specific emergency need or to help prevent a major disaster from occurring.  FEMA also has the authority to administer Fire Suppression Authorizations to assist local communities and states fight wildfires that are beyond 

The next step once a declaration has been declared is the awarding of the different types of assistance.  There are two primary categories of assistance offered through the federal government.  The first of these is individual assistance.  Individuals, businesses and farmers are eligible for this type of assistance covering damage to residences, businesses and personal property. It includes temporary disaster housing, low-interest loans, individual and family grants, unemployment assistance and crisis and legal counseling.  The second type of federal assistance is Public.  Funds allocated pursuant to this category are used to aid state or local governments in paying part of the costs of building a community’s damaged infrastructure.  Generally, the federal share of these assistance programs is seventy-five percent of the approved project costs, however, the President has the authority to increase this amount if he desires.

Political Influences on Disaster Declarations and Payments

Over the past couple of years, the increased amount of disaster declarations and FEMA expenditures have drawn increased scrutiny both from the media and from the academic community.  For instance, the New York Times published a story on this very topic.  In it, the author states, “No one seriously believes there are more floods, fires and pestilence than there used to be.  What has happened, in the view of students of the subject, is that presidents have discovered the political utility of the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s disaster program.
”  While the increase in amount of damage caused by disasters can be substantially attributed to continued development in disaster prone areas, it has been well documented by several studies that political incentives play a major role in whether a disaster is actually declared as well as the amount of assistance that is allocated to a particular area.


President Bill Clinton was the first to use the disaster declaration process extensively for political gain.  During his election year of 1996, Clinton issued a record-high 75 major disasters declarations.  The current Bush administration has followed suit.  In 2003, President Bush issued a total of 56 major disaster declarations.  In the same New York Times article mentioned above, the author questions the actual need for every one of those declarations, “People are likely to remember the California fires and Hurricane Isabel for years to come.  But how many remember even now the ice storm that struck South Carolina last January, the winter storm in upstate New York in April or the heavy rains in New Hampshire and Vermont in July, all belonging to the president’s list of 50?”  


An article in American Spectator summarized several stories in the nation’s top newspapers documenting that many states that had bona fide disasters were overlooked, while electoral vote-rich states, such as California and Florida, had disasters declared in the wake of relatively mild natural occurrences
.  Another study conducted by Downton and Pielke provided substantial evidence that presidential flood declarations are significantly greater in years when a president is running for reelection
.  


The major study pointing to the role politics play in the disaster declaration and payments process was offered just this past year.  In July of 2003, Economic Inquiry published a study
 conducted by Thomas Garrett
 and Russell Sobel
 that cited statistical evidence for the proposition that political incentives provide a substantial role in shaping the natural disaster relief landscape.  The authors hypothesized that there are several avenues during the federal disaster assistance process for through which political influence can be asserted.  The first of these is the disaster declaration process.  Because the Stafford Act provides no guidelines to a president and a president does not need the approval of Congress, he can use his disaster declaration power unilaterally.  It was hypothesized that with such an unrestricted declaration power, the president could use it political gain in states that have a greater political importance to his reelection.  In addition, the authors felt the power could be used to punish or reward legislators who support or oppose his policies or just simply tarnish the image of opposing party legislators in hopes of reducing their probability of reelection.  

The second avenue for political influence is with FEMA’s Congressional oversight committees and the allocation of federal disaster assistance.  The Stafford Act also does not provide set criteria on which levels of FEMA disaster expenditures can be based.  As a matter of fact, the Stafford Act specifically forbids the use of any type of arithmetic formula to determine federal disaster relief to any geographic area.  Therefore, it is possible that states represented on these committees might receive a disproportionately larger amount of money in disaster relief payments so that FEMA can remain in the good graces of the oversight committee members.


In conducting the study, the authors analyzed all FEMA disaster declarations and payments within the 1990 – 1999 time period.  Previous studies were used as the basis for determining a particular state’s electoral importance.  Once this was done and disaster payments were controlled by size and need as will be discussed below, the authors were able to compare the declarations awarded to each state with the state’s political importance.

FEMA disaster expenditures were obtained for all fifty states over the sample period in order to compare them to state representation on the FEMA oversight committees.  There are a total of nine subcommittees that oversee FEMA: four in the House of Representatives and five in the Senate.   Four of these subcommittees oversee FEMA and major disaster funding pursuant to the Stafford Act
 and five oversee minor FEMA programs such as fire prevention, flood insurance, and earthquake safety programs
.  The states of the respective members of these committees were plugged into a table to study the effect a state’s representation on the committees would have on the allocation of disaster payments.


In order to control for disaster size and for payments that were made out of actual need versus payments that were motivated politically, the authors compared Red Cross and private insurance industry payments with all FEMA payments.  Thus if you think of total FEMA disaster assistance as having both an altruistic component (based on the severity of the disaster) and a politically motivated component, by including the Red Cross and private insurance variables in the regression analysis, the authors were able to control for the severity component and isolate the politically motivated component of FEMA expenditures.

In concluding the article, Garrett and Sobel presented some rather disturbing, yet unsurprising findings.  First of all, they noted that there is evidence suggesting that those states politically important to the president have higher rates of disaster declaration.  The rate of disaster declaration in the Clinton reelection year was substantially higher than the preceding years of the Clinton administration as well as those following his presidential election victory.  The authors found that the average level of disaster declarations and expenditures of the first Bush administration’s reelection year did not show this same disparity. The authors also found no evidence that the president uses his disaster declaration power to politically harm or help legislators or state governors from the same or opposite political parties.

There is strong evidence to suggest that once a disaster is declared, disaster expenditures are higher in those states having congressional representation on FEMA oversight subcommittees.  The increased amount of payments vary depending on whether the legislator is on a Stafford Act or non-Stafford Act subcommittee, however, it is estimated from the data used in the study that states receive an average of $31 million in excess disaster payments for each House Member on an oversight subcommittee.  Equally as disturbing is the fact that the models used in the study also suggest that 44.5% of the total FEMA disaster payments over the sample period are due to representative membership on FEMA oversight committees.
There are several reasons that explain how so much political influence can be exerted in circumstances that from a distance seem like very little political influence should be involved.  The first of these is that disaster declaration truly is solely in hands of president and his top advisors.  There are absolutely no guidelines available to a president when he is evaluating whether or not a declaration should be issued and he is able to do so unilaterally without the approval of Congress.  There was an attempt made in Congress in 1986 to write guidelines for declarations into the Stafford Act, however, the effort was met with crushing resistance.  The potential for presidential political manipulations could also be blamed on some of the revisions made to the Act in 1988.  These revisions made the instances in which a president should declare a disaster extremely vague.  “Federal assistance under the Stafford Act should be awarded when the incident is of such severity and magnitude that effective response is beyond the capabilities of the state and the affected local governments and that federal assistance is necessary.
”  In other words, any time a state or local government comes begging for disaster relief, the president has the authority to issue a declaration. 

The major reason there is a great deal of political influence on the distribution of federal disaster relief payments is due to the complete lack of any guidelines for the distribution of funds.  As stated above, the Stafford Act actually prohibits using an arithmetic formula to determine how much money should be allotted to certain geographic locations for different disasters.  Without any guiding authority, it is obvious how FEMA administrators can be subject to the influence of the congressional committee members who oversee the work they do.

A recent example of what might be termed as a misuse of the federal disaster declaration power is seen in the major disaster declaration that was issued on February 13, 2004 for seventeen South Carolina counties that were affected by a severe ice storm from January 26th through January 28th.  This is not meant to belittle the damage that was caused to the residents of the areas affected by the storm, however, it is perplexing that such a storm can be lumped into the same category as a powerful earthquake and result in the issuance of the same type of major disaster declaration. Under the declaration, the state and affected local governments are eligible to apply for federal funding to pay 75 percent of the approved costs for debris removal, emergency services related to the storm, and the repair or replacement of damaged public utilities.  Interestingly enough, this declaration came while the president’s poll numbers in South Carolina and other southern states were starting to slip due to heavy democratic campaigning.  Even more interesting was the fact that the democratic primary was held a week and a half prior to the declaration with exit polls being a cause for alarm with the presidential administration.
Policy Recommendations


The previous section of the paper discussed studies showing how political influences play a major role in deciding when disasters are declared and how much assistance will be granted to the disaster area.  This next section will discuss policy recommendations that could be implemented in order to improve federal disaster relief as a whole.  There will be a small amount of repetition regarding ways to weed out the political influences as discussed above, but most of this next section will center on the entire federal disaster assistance structure as a whole.   There are four major categories in which all policy recommendations seem to fit.  These four categories were taken from Rutherford Platt’s Disasters and Democracy,
 and while there are additional policy recommendations besides those found in Platt’s book, they can be placed within one of the four categories.  My intent here is to discuss these recommendations while citing heavily to the disaster relief literature from which they came.

The first recommendation for the improvement of federal disaster assistance policy is to depoliticize declarations.  As has been discussed above, there are ample opportunities for politicians to exert their influence on the declaration of disasters and disaster payments.  Obviously, the guidelines that I discussed above would go a long way in helping to curtail the abuse of this policy.  However, there are more subtle changes in disaster relief that could help to remove some of the political incentives for manipulating the system.  

As was stated at the beginning of the paper, a contributing cause to the escalating rate of disaster declarations is what is known as the “CNN effect.”  Advancements in technology, such as the Internet, allow for instant transfer of media to all corners of the globe.  Any natural hazard, even those ones of rather mild occurrence, have the potential to be well documented.  In other words, any type of natural disaster, whether catastrophic or not can be a chance for a president or state legislator to get his picture taken with accompanying headlines saying what a compassionate leader he or she is.  “For politicians, disaster declarations are a ‘win-win ritual which gives them all something to claim credit for come election time.
”  This concept couldn’t be better exemplified than in President Clinton’s 1996 reelection campaign year.  During that period, Clinton issued a record-high 75 disaster declarations.  What is even more alarming about this figure is that it represents a little over 88% of the total amount of declarations that were requested by state governors.   

A possible remedy to this situation is the removal of individual assistance from federal disaster relief.  At first glance, this concept seems somewhat backwards because to a layperson it appears that FEMA’s primary purpose is to help needy individuals affected by disasters.  However, private organizations such as the Red Cross who are far better equipped to handle individual assistance.  With congressional approval, FEMA could fund the American Red Cross to administer certain benefits such as individual and family grants and disaster housing payments, while other individual assistance payments would be managed by the state.  The ARC is particularly well positioned to administer federal grants to low-income households and individuals if provided with sufficient trained staff to handle the additional workload.  Those individuals with adequate financial means would be referred to the Small Business Administration disaster loan program, as at present
.  This will go a long way towards eliminating some of the political incentive to declare disasters since it will remove the incentive to obtain more “picture opportunities.”

 The second category discussed in the Platt book involves reducing incentives to develop in hazardous areas.  The federal government preaches hazard mitigation, however, it severely undermines this philosophy by providing various incentives that encourage building and rebuilding in hazardous areas.  To demonstrate this, one has to just look at the National Flood Insurance Program, which is administered by FEMA.  Repetitive losses [which are multiple insurance claims for the same property], whether or not involving substantially damaged structures are a tremendous drain on the National Flood Insurance Program.
  According to the a National Wildlife Federation, repetitive claims have been paid on only 2 percent of properties covered by flood insurance, but they accounted for 25% of NFIP losses and comprised 40% ($2.58 billion) of NFIP total payments.
  Statistics such as these are mostly attributable to the unintended consequence of a variety of federal incentives, subsidies and ad hoc priorities.  


In a report prepared for the 1998 National Hurricane Conference, Raymond Burby, a professor at the University of North Carolina, had the following words describing the federal governments stance on hazard mitigation:  

“The enormous losses experienced in hurricanes and the exposure to even more enormous losses in the future did not occur by accident.  They are the result of conscious policy choices.  The federal government has made it foolish (in fact, to seem like a sucker) for local governments and individuals to take steps to avoid catastrophic losses in hurricanes.  It has done this by violating each of the five principles for reducing losses.  Specifically, it has subsidized people to develop and occupy hazardous areas.  It has provided only partial information about the risk of loss from hurricanes.  It has done little to foster local commitment to manage land use to reduce risk.  Its programs, which are confused and conflicting, resemble a house of cards built over time with little forethought or planning.  And it has consistently avoided support of local and use planning and land management as hazard mitigation tools.
”


One such example of federal policies that provide incentives to continue building or rebuilding in hazardous areas such as coastal areas is contained in the federal tax code.  Oceanfront real estate development is largely owned for investment purposes these days (rental and resale).  As such, it often qualifies for federal (and perhaps state) tax deductions for expenses relating to investment property, including virtually all the costs of ownership – mortgage interest, taxes, maintenance, advertising and management.


It is highly unlikely that changes will be made in the federal tax code to curtail these incentives, so it is imperative to change other programs and incentives to stimulate state and locality involvement in mitigating hazard losses.  One way to encourage states and municipalities to take a more active role in reducing the amount of building in hazardous areas by removing some of the federal programs that provide funding for hazard control structures.  “Most, if not all, of the costs of hazard control structures should be covered by direct state, local, and private beneficiaries.  Federal appropriations to the agencies providing these services could then be phased out and be required to operate on a full cost recovery basis.  States and localities could pass the costs back to the owners and occupants who choose to live and work in these hazardous areas.
” 


The third category of policy recommendations that should be highlighted is the intensification of hazard mitigation through land use controls.  With the Hazard Mitigation Act being passed in 2000, it appears that the federal government is heading in the right direction, however, it will be a matter of time before it can be seen whether this Act has the teeth necessary to truly make a difference in curbing development in disaster prone areas.   


There are strong building codes that FEMA requires to be met in order to qualify for individual recovery assistance, however, after a closer examination it can be seen that these types of land use controls, while somewhat helpful in mitigating damage, drop the ball when one looks at the big picture.  For example, FEMA requires certain height restrictions for building houses along beaches.  They also require strength codes to be met so that structures can withstand specified amounts of wind.  Building higher and stronger without any horizontal setbacks ignores the effects of erosion.
  Further illustrating this point, let’s say that a storm hits the beachhead upon which the house is built creating a storm surge of four feet.  The height restriction of five feet will keep the house from sustaining water damage, and the strength codes will minimize any wind damage, but the storm surge will erode the sand upon which the foundation is built causing the collapse of the house anyway. 

While the Supreme Court decision in Lucas v. South Carolina Coastal Council
 has not spawned an outpouring of anti-regulatory decisions in the lower federal or state courts, the threat of Lucas-based lawsuits has caused public agencies at all levels of government to refrain from restricting property rights, even in the face of well-documented natural hazards.
  In order to reverse this trend, it is absolutely imperative for FEMA to develop policies that encourage local governments to institute land use controls deterring development in hazardous areas.  The Disaster Mitigation Act is a start, however, only time will tell how much of an impact this new legislation will have. 

A major component of mitigation through land use controls is understanding the risks that natural hazards present to a particular geographic area.  “The hazardousness of the United States is changing, but it is not really known what disaster risks lie ahead.  There is inadequate information about the baselines of, and changes in, the environmental, socio-demographic and constructed systems of the nation that are shaping future losses…A national assessment of risks from all hazards is needed.  This research effort should blend a comprehensive treatment of the interaction of and changes in the environmental systems that produce extreme events, the people and communities that experience those events and the constructed environment that is affected.
”  The federal government needs to consolidate existing knowledge and develop strategies for putting it into practice so that lower level communities can access essential information for the development of successful mitigation plans of their own.  Several recommendations for doing this include establishing a loss-data archive, developing support tools for locals, providing holistic education and training and setting up a social science archive.
  By using federal resources for developing prototype local networks, prototype regional projects and model communities, FEMA can serve as an important advisory resource for communities and states wishing to develop effective mitigation plans.

The final category to which all recommendations fall under is the reduction of costs to the taxpayer by reducing public assistance.  Federal Disaster loans that have not been repaid have cost the federal government approximately two billion dollars since 1953.  The federal government needs to shift the burden of disaster losses from grants to loans or insurance and implement procedures to better assist in debt collection.  In order to minimize the burdens of public assistance programs, it might be necessary to reduce public assistance to need-based only approach in that the assistance will only be granted to lower income communities or on the occurrence of true catastrophes, such as the Florida wildfires or the Northridge Earthquake, where the capabilities of state and local governments are obviously inadequate.  

In addition, the federal mind-set needs to shift from its current “save all” philosophy to one which fosters mitigation practices and is seen as a last resort for relief after major catastrophes.  If FEMA were to establish holistic government policies and frameworks that would help foster a shift to local and regional responsibility, it would minimize the burden that is placed on the federal government and provide states and local communities with the tools to implement more effect hazard mitigation practices.  These local agencies and their officials, with the assistance of the federal government are much more knowledgeable in regards to the risks that their communities are exposed and ways in which to handle relief.  

Conclusion

Below is a graphic and taken from the FEMA website that details what is know as the disaster life cycle.  





The disaster life cycle describes the process through which emergency managers prepare for emergencies and disasters, respond to them when they occur, help people and institutions recover from them, mitigate their effects, reduce the risk of loss, and prevent disasters such as fires from occurring.
  It is important to understand that FEMA ‘has a hand’ in all stages of the disaster relief process, from preparedness to response to mitigation.  In order to effectively shift the current public policy from response and recovery to one of mitigation, the federal government must use its resources to direct states and municipalities in creating successful mitigation tools.  This is top down approach that will only work with strong direction from FEMA and Congress.  

The Disaster Mitigation Act is a sign that the federal government is attempting to shift the burden of losses in hazardous areas to the states and communities who allow the development there.  Only time will tell how successful this effort is going to be and whether the language of the Disaster Mitigation Act is strong enough to reduce some of the abuses in the current system.  Unfortunately, there are extremely powerful forces that enjoy the benefits the current status quo can provide for them.

The main dilemma with the current system is that no one in Congress is complaining about it.  “To the bill providing $87 billion for military operations and reconstruction in Iraq, Congressional negotiators last week [late October 2003] added $500 million for ‘disaster relief activities associated with recently declared disasters, such as Hurricane Isabel and the California wildfires
.”  The words “such as” were added at the end of the negotiations to appease lawmakers whose states and districts were not affected by the fires of the storm, but perhaps had some other emergency.
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