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FEMA has a number of perceived failings and issues which have evolved and been
exacerbated over the years. Some of these issues are particular to the very nature of
the work over which FEMA has purview.

However, many other of these issues independently arise because of the bureaucratic
nature of government work, the innate tendency of certain types of people to seek
government work and the restrictive nature, rather than a permissive nature of, laws and
regulations.

The following are some of the issues which are integral and inseparable from
government operations for an organization which has such a broad portfolio of
responsibilities such as FEMA does.

While some of FEMA's challenges are specific to disaster
management, others are deeply rooted in the inherent nature of
government operations, especially for an agency with such a
broad scope. These are some issues that are often wholly
contained with the DNA of government operations for an
organization like FEMA:

1. Bureaucratic Processes and Red Tape: This is almost axiomatic with large
government agencies. The need for accountability, standardized procedures, and
legal compliance inevitably lead to complex processes, multiple layers of
approval, and significant paperwork. For FEMA, this can manifest itself in lengthy
application processes for aid, complex eligibility criteria, and slow disbursement
of funds, particularly when dealing with a high volume of applications after a
major disaster. The inherent need to be fair and auditable often clashes with the
urgency of disaster relief. These conditions will entrap and constrain any and all
successor agencies at any level of government, Federal, state or local.

2. Risk Aversion and Legal Constraints: Government agencies operate within a
framework of laws, regulations, and oversight mechanisms designed to prevent
waste, fraud, and abuse. This alone often fosters a culture of risk aversion,
where adhering strictly to rules and regulations takes precedence over flexibility
and rapid adaptation in dynamic disaster situations. The "restrictive nature" of
laws and regulations can hinder innovative solutions and quick decision-making,
even when those actions might be beneficial in an emergency. This is a trap from
which no government agency, at any level, can escape.

3. Politicization and External Influence: Government agencies, especially those
dealing with significant public resources and impactful events, are inherently
subject to political influence and public scrutiny. Funding decisions, policy



priorities, and even personnel appointments can be influenced by political
considerations. This can lead to inconsistencies in resource allocation, shifts in
strategic direction based on political cycles rather than operational needs, and
increased difficulty in maintaining long-term, consistent strategies. FEMA is
nothing if it is not a political entity, first and foremost.

Civil Service and Personnel Management: Government hiring and firing
processes are often governed by civil service regulations designed to ensure
fairness and prevent patronage. While important, these systems can sometimes
make it difficult to quickly recruit and deploy specialized personnel during a crisis
or to remove underperforming individuals. The innate tendency of certain types of
people to seek government work can sometimes lead to a workforce that may not
always possess the specific skills or mindset required for the high-pressure,
rapidly changing environment of disaster response. As was the case during the
Second World War, the generals that were excellent administrative managers
were not necessarily the true warriors needed for success in battle.

For years, FEMA has been staffed at less than 100% of authorized strength.
Couple this employee shortfall and combine it with even normally acceptable
levels of staff turnover, less than stellar performance will result from any
organization, much less an agency with the challenging demands which FEMA
faces every day.

Information Silos and Interagency Coordination Challenges: Large
government structures often develop internal silos with their own procedures,
data systems, and priorities. Coordinating effectively across different federal
agencies, as well as with state and local governments, can be a persistent
challenge. Differing mandates, communication protocols, and bureaucratic
hurdles can impede seamless information sharing and collaborative efforts,
which are critical during disaster response. This is another set of indomitable
challenges for whomever attempts to deal with disasters.

Budgetary Constraints and Appropriations Processes: Government agencies
rely on appropriations from legislative bodies, which can be subject to political
negotiations and budgetary cycles. Funding for disaster preparedness and
response can fluctuate, potentially leading to under-resourcing in certain areas or
at critical times. The need to justify expenditures and adhere to strict budgetary
guidelines can limit flexibility in responding to unforeseen needs during a
disaster.

Public Expectations and Accountability: Government agencies like FEMA
face immense public expectations, particularly during and after a crisis. The
demand for immediate and comprehensive assistance can be overwhelming.
Simultaneously, there is intense scrutiny and accountability for how public funds
are spent and how effectively the agency responds. Balancing these often-
conflicting pressures is an inherent challenge of government operations. Very



few, if any other Federal agencies are subject to the vicious and unrelenting
demands of the modern 24-hour news cycle as FEMA is. This intense media
focus coupled with extremely unrealistic public and political expectations in itself
is a recipe for catastrophe.

8. Standardization vs. Individual Needs: Government programs often strive for
standardization to ensure fairness and efficiency in large-scale operations.
However, disaster survivors have exponentially diverse needs that may not
always fit neatly into standardized assistance programs. The inherent tension
between the need for consistent processes and the need for individualized
support is a persistent challenge. No public agency has the capabilities to meet
every possible need, much less within the highly constrained timelines imposed
by disasters.

In Summary, while FEMA's mission is unique, many of the obstacles it faces are
amplified versions of the challenges inherent in any large governmental organization
with significant responsibilities, high public visibility, and reliance on public funding and
political will. Addressing these issues requires not only improvements within FEMA itself
but also a broader understanding and potential reform of some fundamental aspects of
government operations.

What are the chances that any other governmental agency, at any
level, Federal or state, would be able to better perform the duties
and tasks that are now a part of FEMA's assignments?

It is highly unlikely that any other single, or multiple governmental agencies, at any
level, will be able to better perform all the diverse duties and tasks currently assigned to
FEMA. Here's a detailed breakdown of why:

The Breadth and Complexity of FEMA's Portfolio:

Comprehensive Disaster Cycle Coverage: FEMA's responsibilities span the entire

disaster lifecycle:

C Preparedness: Developing plans, training first responders, conducting public
awareness campaigns, and providing grants for state and local preparedness
efforts.

C Mitigation: Implementing projects and providing funding to reduce the impact of
future disasters (e.g., elevating homes in flood zones, seismic retrofitting).

C Response: Coordinating federal resources during a disaster, providing immediate
aid (shelter, food, medical assistance), search and rescue operations, and
managing complex logistics.

C Recovery: Assisting individuals, families, and communities in rebuilding and
recovering after a disaster, including housing assistance, financial aid, and
infrastructure repair. While the response phase of a disaster is quite dramatic
and heart-wrenching, it is the recovery phase that is far more agonizing. The full
impact of the losses and damages begins to be felt in an intense and very




personal way, regardless of who the victims are, individuals, families or entire
communities, including the local governments.

Diverse Stakeholder Coordination: FEMA must work with a vast array of entities:

C Federal Agencies: Collaborating with agencies like the Department of Defense,

Health and Human Services, the Army Corps of Engineers, and many others.

This would be a very difficult challenge, insofar as the states rarely deal with

these agencies, much less under conditions of intense stress.

State and Local Governments: Providing support and coordinating with state

emergency management agencies and local authorities.

Tribal Nations and U.S. Trust Territories: Working directly with tribal and Trust

Territory governments on disaster-related issues.

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): Partnering with organizations like the

Red Cross and dozens of faith-based and community groups.

Private Sector: Engaging with businesses for resources, logistics, and expertise.

Additionally, local businesses in many cases will be striving to resume their own

operations. Some business owners will be double victims, having suffered losses

and damages to both their homes and their businesses.

C Individuals and Families: Providing direct assistance to disaster survivors, who
are often at the margins of society.
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Financial Management at a Massive Scale: FEMA manages billions of dollars in
disaster aid, grants, and recovery funds, requiring complex financial tracking,
accountability, and compliance mechanisms.

Specialized Capabilities: FEMA has developed specialized teams and resources,
such as Urban Search and Rescue (US&R) task forces, Disaster Medical Assistance
Teams (DMATSs), and mobile emergency response support.

National Programs: FEMA administers nationwide programs like the National Flood
Insurance Program (NFIP) and has provided hazard mitigation grants across the
country.

Why Other Agencies Would Likely Struggle:

Lack of Holistic Mandate: Most other governmental agencies have narrower
mandates and lack the comprehensive legal authority and responsibility to cover the
entire disaster lifecycle and coordinate across such a broad spectrum of stakeholders.
For example, a state-level agency might be effective within its jurisdiction but lack the
federal authority and resources for large-scale, multi-state disasters.

Absence of Established Infrastructure and Expertise: FEMA has decades of
experience and has built specialized systems, processes, and a workforce trained in
disaster management. Creating this from scratch within another agency would be a
monumental and time-consuming task, likely leading to significant inefficiencies and a
learning curve during critical disaster responses.



Coordination Challenges Would Persist or Worsen: Shifting FEMA's responsibilities
to another existing agency would likely just transfer the inherent governmental
coordination challenges rather than solve them. In some cases, it might even create
new friction points and complexities as different agency cultures and protocols clash.

Potential for Mission Creep and Dilution of Focus: Assigning FEMA's duties to an
agency with a different primary mission could dilute its focus on disaster management,
potentially leading to neglect of crucial preparedness, response, or recovery functions.

Political and Public Trust Implications: FEMA, despite its criticisms, is the
established federal entity for disaster response. Radically shifting these responsibilities
could create confusion, erode public trust, and disrupt established relationships with
state, local governments, and other disaster relief organizations.

Possible Alternative Models (Less Likely to Fully Replace FEMA):
While a complete replacement is unlikely to be more effective, some alternative models
or adjustments to the current system could be considered:

Decentralization with Strong Federal Coordination: Empowering state and
regional authorities with more direct control and funding, while maintaining a
strong federal coordinating role for large-scale events and national standards.
However, this could lead to inconsistencies in response and equity issues across
different states.

Specialized Agencies for Different Disaster Phases: Creating separate
federal agencies for preparedness, response, and recovery. This could allow for
deeper expertise in each phase but would significantly increase the complexity of
interagency coordination.

Increased Reliance on Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): While
NGOs play a vital role, they typically lack the scale, resources, and legal
authority to handle the full spectrum of disaster response and recovery on their
own. Government funding and coordination would still be essential for major
disasters.

Public-Private Partnerships: Expanding collaboration with the private sector for
specific services and logistics. This can improve efficiency but requires careful
oversight and accountability.

Conclusion: While FEMA has faced often legitimate criticisms and there's always room
for improvement, the chances of another single governmental agency performing its
current broad portfolio of responsibilities better are minimal. The complexity, scale, and
coordination demands of disaster management require a dedicated agency with the
specific mandate, expertise, infrastructure, and authority that FEMA has developed over
time. Efforts should focus on reforming and improving FEMA's operations rather than



attempting a radical restructuring of federal disaster response responsibilities.
Incremental changes, better interagency coordination, and addressing the inherent
challenges of government bureaucracy are more likely paths to enhancing national
disaster resilience.

In a scenario, where FEMA as it is today, is broken up or
disposed of entirely, what are the major issues that successor
agencies will have to deal with which would make their
responsibilities even more difficult to fulfill for disaster survivors
specifically, and the American public in general as taxpayers?

In a scenario where FEMA is entirely dismantled, successor agencies, regardless of
whether they are other Federal agencies or individual states, would face a monumental
challenge in replicating its current functions, leading to significant difficulties for disaster
survivors and the American public. Here are some major issues that would likely arise:

For Disaster Survivors:

Loss of Centralized Point of Contact and Assistance: FEMA provides a single,
recognizable entry point for individuals seeking disaster assistance, whether it's
applying for aid, finding shelter information, or accessing resources. Without FEMA,
survivors would face a fragmented landscape, unsure of which agency to contact for
specific needs (housing, food, financial aid, etc.), leading to confusion and delays in
receiving critical support.

Inconsistent and Unequal Aid Distribution: FEMA strives for a degree of national
consistency in how disaster assistance is provided, guided by federal law and
regulations. Successor agencies, potentially operating at different levels (federal, state,
or regional) with varying mandates and resources, could lead to significant disparities in
the amount and type of aid available depending on where a disaster strikes. This could
exacerbate existing inequities and leave survivors in some areas with far less support
than others.

Delays in Aid Delivery: FEMA has established logistical networks and procedures for
rapidly deploying resources and personnel after a disaster. Dismantling this
infrastructure would necessitate the creation of new systems, likely leading to delays in
getting essential aid (food, water, shelter, medical supplies) to survivors in the
immediate aftermath of a disaster when it's most critical.

Reduced Access to Specialized Programs: FEMA administers specialized programs
like Transitional Sheltering Assistance (TSA), Disaster Case Management, and
assistance for individuals with disabilities. Successor agencies might not have the
mandate, expertise, or resources to replicate these tailored programs, leaving
vulnerable populations without the specific support they need.



Complicated Application Processes: FEMA's application processes, while sometimes
criticized, are at least somewhat standardized nationally. A fragmented system could
result in a patchwork of different application forms, eligibility criteria, and bureaucratic
hurdles across various jurisdictions and agencies, making it more difficult for survivors
to navigate the system and access aid.

Erosion of Trust and Public Confidence: FEMA, despite its challenges, is a nationally
recognized entity for disaster response. Its absence could create uncertainty and erode
public trust in the government's ability to effectively respond to and support recovery
from disasters. Survivors might feel lost and abandoned without a clear federal entity in
charge.

For the American Public (as Taxpayers):

Increased Costs and Inefficiencies: Dismantling FEMA and creating multiple
successor agencies would likely lead to duplication of effort, administrative
redundancies, and a loss of economies of scale. Establishing new infrastructures,
training new personnel across multiple entities, and coordinating their activities could
ultimately be more expensive for taxpayers than maintaining and improving a
centralized agency.

Lack of National Standards and Accountability: FEMA provides a degree of national
oversight and accountability in disaster spending and program delivery. Without a
central agency, it could be more challenging to ensure that taxpayer dollars are being
used effectively and without waste, fraud, and abuse across numerous independent
entities.

Weakened National Preparedness: FEMA plays a crucial role in national
preparedness efforts, providing grants, training, and guidance to state and local
governments. Its dissolution could lead to a decline in overall national preparedness
levels, making the nation more vulnerable to future disasters and potentially increasing
the long-term costs of recovery.

Inconsistent or Non-existent Mitigation Efforts: FEMA supports hazard mitigation
projects aimed at reducing the impact of future disasters. Without a central agency
championing and funding these initiatives, mitigation efforts could become fragmented
and underfunded, leading to greater disaster losses and higher costs for taxpayers in
the long run.

Challenges in Coordinating Federal Resources: FEMA acts as the primary
coordinator of federal resources during a disaster. Without it, the process of bringing
together the capabilities of various federal agencies (Department of Defense, Army
Corps of Engineers, Health and Human Services, etc.) in a cohesive and efficient
manner would become significantly more complex and potentially less effective, leading
to delays and increased costs.



In conclusion, while FEMA has its shortcomings, its centralized structure, broad
mandate, established infrastructure, and national reach provide significant advantages
in responding to and recovering from disasters. Breaking it up or disposing of it entirely
would likely create a more fragmented, inefficient, and inequitable system, ultimately
making it more difficult for disaster survivors to receive the help they need and
potentially increasing the financial burden on American taxpayers. The learning curve
and the challenges of establishing effective coordination among numerous new or
redefined entities would be substantial and could have severe consequences during
major disasters.

Any successor organization or collection of successor organizations are doomed to the
most humiliating and disgraceful failures for the reasons enumerated in points 1 through
8 of this document. These reasons are the undeniable strands of DNA in any
government or other large organization. They are the difficult challenges which
organized humans must strive to overcome but never shall.

Any successor organization or collection of successor organizations shall at the very
best replicate what FEMA attempts to do but shall never exceed those performance
standards.

The only way for the Federal government to escape from the malign media coverage;
the accelerating and exorbitant costs; and general civil despair, is to summarily shut
down FEMA, in which case the nation will suffer an irreversible and chaotic decline,
which will ultimately be placed at the door of the White House.

Michael Martinet, MS, CEM, is the author of “Fighting With FEMA: A Practical
Regulations Handbook, published by Routledge.

April 2025



