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(1) 

FEMA: BUILDING A WORKFORCE PREPARED 
AND READY TO RESPOND 

Thursday, January 20, 2022 

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES, 
COMMITTEE ON HOMELAND SECURITY, 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS, RESPONSE, 
AND RECOVERY, AND THE 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON OVERSIGHT, MANAGEMENT, AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY, 

Washington, DC. 
The subcommittees met, pursuant to notice, at 10:01 a.m., via 

Webex, Hon. Val Butler Demings [Chairwoman of the Sub-
committee on Emergency Preparedness, Response, and Recovery] 
presiding. 

Present from the Subcommittee on Emergency Preparedness, Re-
sponse, and Recovery: Representatives Demings, Jackson Lee, 
Payne, Cammack, Higgins, Miller-Meeks, and Garbarino. 

Present from the Subcommittee on Oversight, Management, and 
Accountability: Representatives Correa, Titus, Meijer, Bishop, and 
Harshbarger. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. The Subcommittees on Emergency Pre-
paredness, Response, and Recovery and Oversight, Management, 
and Accountability will come to order. Without objection, the Chair 
is authorized to declare the subcommittees in recess at any point. 
Good morning to everyone and thank you all so much for joining 
us today. 

We are here to discuss the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency, FEMA, its work force. This topic is incredibly timely given 
the tornadoes that struck southwest Florida Sunday morning, de-
stroying dozens of homes and leaving thousands without power in 
Lee and Charlotte Counties. My thoughts are with the families and 
we are committed to supporting their communities as they recover. 
I am grateful that FEMA is already on the ground assisting with 
the damage assessments necessary for Federal assistance. Thank 
you, Chairman Correa and Ranking Member Meijer for joining 
Ranking Member Cammack and me for this important hearing. 

I want to begin today’s hearing by thanking the FEMA work 
force for the job that they do every day. As an agency, they have 
worked nonstop to help those in need. I have witnessed FEMA 
come to the aid of hurting Floridians, and I am tremendously 
grateful for their service. 

I don’t think that is something FEMA can help us with, but we 
are going to continue our meeting. Can everyone hear me OK? 

Chairman CORREA. Yes, yes. 
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Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you. Thank you all so much. Rep-
resentative Correa, I will just pick up where I left off. Last week-
end, the hostage situation in Colleyville, Texas reminded us all just 
how important these grant programs are in addressing terrorist at-
tacks and how much we rely on the FEMA work force to keep our 
communities safe. The demand on FEMA’s work force is already 
immense and it will only grow due to the frequency and intensity 
of natural disasters that are predicted to increase with climate 
change. 

To put things into perspective, the average number of major dis-
aster declarations issued from 1960 to 1969 were roughly 18 per 
year. In contrast, in 2020, FEMA responded to a record 104 major 
disaster declarations. In 2021, FEMA responded to 58 major dis-
aster declarations. While FEMA has responded to disaster-assisted 
missions over the years, an increasing workload has contributed to 
work force challenges related to hiring, training, and retention. 

After the record-breaking 2017 hurricanes, the Government Ac-
countability Office found that FEMA faced challenges in training 
employees and maintaining staffing levels across four concurrent 
disasters, which hindered the Agency’s response. Furthermore, in 
2020, more FEMA workers transferred to other agencies than in 
any other year over the past decade. This mass exit may be attrib-
uted to the workload. Past employees have described working 12- 
hour days and having little—not having enough time in between to 
recover between assignments. 

FEMA’s work force is suffering from an increase in burnout and 
it is crucial that FEMA address these concerns and prioritize its 
work force and their needs. 

Additionally, I am worried about the agency’s lack of diversity es-
pecially within its leadership roles. Only 24 percent of FEMA’s sen-
ior executive service employees identified as minorities, and 31 per-
cent identified as female. Having a diverse work force, as we all 
know, is critical to providing equitable and comprehensive disaster 
assistance. 

I am glad to see the Biden administration invest in FEMA’s work 
force and for release of the 2022 to 2026 FEMA Strategic Plan that 
establishes three overarching goals for the next 5 years, improving 
equity in emergency management, leading the field in climate resil-
ience, and ensuring FEMA is ready to respond to the many tasks 
the agency is assigned. 

It is with sincere gratitude that I welcome our witnesses here 
today. I look forward to hearing your perspectives on FEMA’s work 
force and what Congress can do to better support them moving for-
ward. The Ranking Member has joined us. The Chair will now rec-
ognize the Ranking Member from the Emergency Preparedness, 
Response, and Recovery Subcommittee, the gentlewoman from 
Florida, Mrs. Cammack, for an opening statement. 

[The statement of Chairwoman Demings follows:] 

STATEMENT OF CHAIRWOMAN VAL DEMINGS 

JANUARY 20, 2022 

We are here to discuss the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) 
workforce. This topic is incredibly timely, given the tornadoes that struck southwest 
Florida Sunday morning, destroying dozens of homes and leaving thousands without 
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power in Lee and Charlotte Counties. I offer my deepest sympathies for the Florid-
ians who were impacted and am committed to supporting their communities as they 
recover. I am grateful that FEMA is already on the ground, assisting with the dam-
age assessments necessary for Federal assistance. 

Thank you, Chairman Correa and Ranking Member Meijer for joining Ranking 
Member Cammack and me for this important hearing. I want to begin today’s hear-
ing by thanking the FEMA workforce for the job they do every day. As an agency, 
they have worked nonstop to help those in need. I have witnessed FEMA come to 
the aid of hurting Floridians and I am tremendously grateful for their service. Over 
the years, FEMA has responded to disasters, including multiple, simultaneous 
large-scale disasters, and supported other Federal agencies with their missions. No-
tably, FEMA continues to carry out critical parts of the Federal response to the 
COVID–19 pandemic. 

FEMA’s workforce plays a crucial role in protecting our communities from ter-
rorism through the administration of the Department of Homeland Security Pre-
paredness Grants, which includes funding for the Nonprofit Security Grant Pro-
gram. Last weekend, the hostage situation in Colleyville, Texas reminded us of just 
how important these grant programs are in addressing terrorist attacks and how 
much we rely on the FEMA workforce to keep our communities safe. 

The demand on FEMA’s workforce is already immense, and it will only grow due 
to the frequency and intensity of natural disasters that are predicted to increase 
with climate change. To put things into perspective, the average number of major 
disaster declarations issued from 1960 to 1969 was roughly 18 per year. In contrast, 
in 2020, FEMA responded to a record 104 major disaster declarations and in 2021, 
FEMA responded to 58 major disaster declarations. 

While FEMA has responded to disaster assistance missions over the years, an in-
creasing workload has contributed to workforce challenges related to hiring, train-
ing, and retention. After the record-breaking 2017 hurricanes, the Government Ac-
countability Office (GAO) found that FEMA faced challenges in training employees 
and maintaining staffing levels across 4 concurrent disasters, which hindered the 
agency’s response. Furthermore, in 2020, more FEMA workers transferred to other 
agencies than in any other year over the past decade. This mass exit may be attrib-
uted to the workload; past employees have described working 12-hour days and not 
having enough time to recover between assignments. FEMA’s workforce is suffering 
from an increase in burnout, and it is crucial that FEMA address these concerns 
and prioritize its workforce and their needs. 

Additionally, I am worried about the agency’s lack of diversity especially within 
its leadership roles. Only 24 percent of FEMA’s Senior Executive Service employees 
identified as minorities and 31 percent identified as female. Having a diverse work-
force is critical to providing equitable and comprehensive disaster assistance. I com-
mend the Biden administration for investing in FEMA’s workforce and for releasing 
the 2022–2026 FEMA Strategic Plan which establishes 3 overarching goals for the 
next 5 years: Improving equity in emergency management, leading the field of cli-
mate resilience, and ensuring FEMA is ready to respond to the many tasks the 
agency is assigned. 

It is with sincere gratitude that I welcome our witnesses here today. I look for-
ward to hearing your perspectives on FEMA’s workforce and what Congress can do 
to better support them moving forward. 

Mrs. CAMMACK. Well, thank you, Chairwoman Demings and 
Chairman Correa for holding this important hearing today. There 
is a saying in the business world, a company is only as good as its 
employees. This can apply most places and it certainly applies to 
FEMA, whose vital mission is help people before, during, and after 
disasters. Now, when people think of FEMA, images are conjured 
of flooding, hurricanes, tornadoes, the devastation of an entire town 
like we sadly witnessed in southwest Kentucky. 

However, in recent years, FEMA’s mission sets have grown. In 
March 2020, when President Trump declared a Nation-wide emer-
gency due to the COVID–19 pandemic, FEMA took a lead role in 
our Nation’s response. In March 2021, FEMA was tasked with pro-
viding operational support to the Department of Health and 
Human Services with unaccompanied children crossing the border. 
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Most recently in August and September of last year, FEMA as-
sisted in the Afghan refugee resettlement efforts. 

Now, while FEMA employees are incredibly capable and resil-
ient, I am concerned that these multiple mission sets are exhaust-
ing the work force. This sentiment was echoed during FEMA Ad-
ministrator Criswell’s first all-hands meeting where she identified 
employee burnout as a major issue. According to FEMA’s 2021 Pre-
paredness Report, ‘‘When multiple large-scale incidents require si-
multaneous support . . . State and Federal capability may be 
strained, reducing capacity to on-going recovery efforts and to re-
spond to additional incidents.’’ The report states that there are, 
‘‘More disaster declarations open at the end of 2020 than at any 
other point since 1953, when data collection began.’’ 

Now, currently, the agency is responding to 77 Presidentially-de-
clared disasters. 

While employee fatigue poses extraordinary challenges at FEMA, 
a recent report by the GAO highlighted that, ‘‘Disaster personnel 
experienced significant limitations with qualification status match-
ing performance in the field.’’ Meaning that staff members who 
were qualified in FEMA’s qualification system, the system that 
tracks the training and performance requirements for disaster 
work force positions, did not have the skills or experience to effec-
tively perform their positions in the field. The GAO additionally 
found that FEMA’s disaster work force ‘‘encountered challenges re-
lated to the availability of courses, providing and receiving on the 
job training and mentoring, and consistently receiving performance 
evaluations.’’ 

Now, these major shortcomings hinder staff development nec-
essary to increasing the skills and competencies needed during 
these critical deployments. The GAO made three recommendations 
to FEMA including developing a plan to address the challenges 
that have hindered FEMA’s ability to provide reliable and complete 
information to field leaders and managers about staff knowledge, 
skills, and abilities, (2) develop mechanisms to assess how effec-
tively FEMA’s disaster work force was deployed to meet mission 
needs in the field, and (3) create a staff development program for 
FEMA’s disaster work force. 

Further, due to allegations of misconduct at the agency in 2019, 
FEMA requested a study be conducted on harassment and dis-
crimination in the FEMA workplace. The RAND Corporation man-
aged a survey to, ‘‘Designed to estimate the annual prevalence of 
workplace harassment and discrimination at FEMA and to assess 
employee perceptions of leadership and work force climate.’’ Of the 
personnel that completed the survey, about 29 percent of employees 
experienced sex-, race-, or ethnicity-based discrimination. As a re-
sult of the study, FEMA published their culture improvement ac-
tion plan designed to increase employee awareness of the RAND 
survey results, provide transparent communication of work force 
culture objectives, programs, and improvement, and associated im-
plementation time lines. 

It is my understanding that RAND has conducted a second sur-
vey. I look forward to learning of those results and hope that the 
agency culture has improved. 
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With all the aforementioned challenges, employee fatigue, bar-
riers to training, lacking necessary skills in the field, and preva-
lence of harassment and discrimination in the workplace, is the 
FEMA work force prepared and well-positioned to respond to the 
disasters when needed? I certainly hope so. I look forward to hear-
ing from our witnesses today on their perspectives on these chal-
lenges and what steps the agency should take to move forward in 
a positive way. 

Now, before I yield back, I do want to take a moment to thank 
all of our incredible hard-working dedicated men and women at 
FEMA. You guys have a tough job. We are so grateful for the ex-
traordinary work that you do. I don’t believe that you all are recog-
nized or thanked enough. So, with that, I would like to yield back 
to Chairwoman Demings. Thank you so much and I look forward 
to the testimony here today. 

[The statement of Ranking Member Cammack follows:] 

STATEMENT OF RANKING MEMBER KAT CAMMACK 

Thank you, Chairwoman Demings and Chairman Correa for holding this impor-
tant hearing today. 

There’s a saying in the business world, ‘‘a company is only as good as its employ-
ees.’’ This can apply most places and certainly applies to the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), whose vital mission is to help people before, during, 
and after disasters. 

When people think of FEMA, images are conjured of flooding, hurricanes, or the 
devastation of an entire town, like we sadly recently witnessed in southwest Ken-
tucky. However, in recent years, FEMA’s mission sets have grown. 

In March 2020, when President Trump declared a Nation-wide emergency due to 
the COVID–19 pandemic, FEMA took a lead role in our Nation’s response. In March 
2021, FEMA was tasked with providing operational support to the Department of 
Health and Human Services with unaccompanied children crossing the border. Most 
recently, in August/September of last year, FEMA assisted in the Afghan refugee 
resettlement efforts. 

While FEMA employees are incredibly capable and resilient, I am concerned that 
these multiple mission sets are exhausting the workforce. This sentiment was 
echoed during FEMA Administrator Criswell’s first all-hands meeting where she 
identified employee burn-out as a major issue. 

According to FEMA’s 2021 Preparedness Report, ‘‘When multiple large-scale inci-
dents require simultaneous support . . . State and Federal capability may be 
strained, reducing capacity to on-going recovery efforts and to respond to additional 
incidents.’’ The report states that ‘‘there were more disaster declarations open at the 
end of 2020 than at any other point since 1953, when data collection began.’’ Cur-
rently, the agency is responding to 77 Presidentially-declared disasters. 

While employee fatigue poses extraordinary challenges at FEMA, a recent report 
from the Government Accountability Office (GAO) highlighted that ‘‘disaster per-
sonnel experienced significant limitations with qualification status matching per-
formance in the field.’’ Meaning that staff members who were qualified in the FEMA 
Qualification System, the system that tracks training and performance require-
ments for disaster workforce positions, did not have the skills or experience to effec-
tively perform their positions in the field. The GAO additionally found that FEMA’s 
disaster workforce ‘‘encountered challenges related to the availability of courses, 
providing and receiving on-the-job training and mentoring, and consistently receiv-
ing performance evaluations.’’ These major shortcomings hindered staff development 
necessary to increasing the skills and competencies needed during deployments. 

The GAO made three recommendations to FEMA including: Develop a plan to ad-
dress the challenges that have hindered FEMA’s ability to provide reliable and com-
plete information to field leaders and managers about staff knowledge, skills, and 
abilities; develop mechanisms to assess how effectively FEMA’s disaster workforce 
was deployed to meet mission needs in the field; and create a staff development pro-
gram for FEMA’s disaster workforce. 

Further, due to allegations of misconduct at the agency, in 2019, FEMA requested 
a study be conducted on harassment and discrimination in the FEMA workplace. 
The RAND Corporation managed a survey ‘‘designed to estimate the annual preva-
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lence of workplace harassment and discrimination at FEMA and to assess employee 
perceptions of leadership and workplace climate.’’ 

Of the personnel that completed the survey, about 29 percent of employees experi-
enced sex-, race-, or ethnicity-based discrimination. As a result of the study, FEMA 
published their ‘‘Culture Improvement Action Plan’’ designed to increase employee 
awareness of RAND survey results; Provide transparent communication of work-
force culture objectives, programs, and improvements and associated implementa-
tion time lines; and, Demonstrate continued leadership commitment to FEMA core 
values. 

It is my understanding that RAND has conducted a second survey. I look forward 
to learning of those results and hope that culture at the agency has improved. 

With all these aforementioned challenges—employee fatigue, barriers to training, 
lacking necessary skills in the field, and the prevalence of harassment and discrimi-
nation in the workplace—is the FEMA workforce prepared and well-positioned to re-
spond to disasters when needed? 

I certainly hope so, and I look forward to hearing from our witnesses today on 
their perspectives on these challenges, and what steps should the agency take to 
move forward positively. 

Before I yield back, I do want to take a moment to thank all the incredible, hard-
working, and dedicated men and women at FEMA. We are so grateful for the ex-
traordinary work that you do, and I don’t believe you all are thanked enough. 

With that, thank you Chairwoman Demings, and I yield back. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. I thank the Ranking Member and I know 
my video feed cut out earlier but one part, a very important part 
of this hearing is to acknowledge the amazing job. I hope that at 
least that part got through to acknowledge the amazing job that 
the men and women of FEMA do every day and we are so appre-
ciative for their service. 

The Chair now recognizes the Chairman of the Subcommittee on 
Oversight Management and Accountability, the gentleman from the 
California, Mr. Correa, for an opening statement. 

Chairman CORREA. Thank you, Madam Chair, and I join you, 
Chairwoman Demings and Ranking Member Cammack, in also 
thanking FEMA for the good work you do for Americans and for 
others all over the world. Again, Chairwoman Demings, thank you 
for holding this hearing as well as my Ranking Member Meijer and 
myself. Again, we are here to support FEMA’s mission and are es-
sentially the backbone of the agency. From the field operation 
teams and Reservists who deploy to disaster sites within hours of 
emergency declaration, to those who work behind the scenes who 
administer grant funding and organize countless logistical efforts. 

The FEMA work force is varied as a taskforce agency can be. In 
the last few years, FEMA has had to juggle on-going Federal re-
sponses, numerous record-breaking disasters, COVID–19, and re-
settlement of refugees around the world. That doesn’t capture all 
of what FEMA has been doing in the last few years. It is a testa-
ment to the skill and flexibility of FEMA’s work force that the 
agency is able to support the Federal Government’s efforts in so 
many different ways in so many different areas. Yet it can’t be said 
that the FEMA employees haven’t felt the strain of being pulled in 
so many directions. Your work force, their work force, is suffering 
from an increase in burn-out in recent years. Also, employees have 
left the agency in a higher number than usual. 

It is important that FEMA address these rising attrition rates 
and prioritize. FEMA has failed to properly prioritize work force 
management issues like recruitment, retention, and the agency has 
struggled to deal with issues of harassment and discrimination 
within your work force. But in recent years, FEMA has taken sig-
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nificant and concrete steps to foster a more inclusive and resilient 
work force. With the support of Congress in 2019, FEMA created 
an Office of Professional Responsibility to better investigate allega-
tions of employee misconduct. Under the Biden administration, 
FEMA has renewed a focus in addressing long-term work force 
challenges by increasing the availability and quality of training 
and educational opportunities for the emergency management com-
munity. Providing opportunities for advancement and the develop-
ment of new skills is important to retaining the agency’s skilled 
work force. Yet, we have much, much work to be done. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses today about what 
they would like to see FEMA do and demonstrate an on-going com-
mitment to supporting its employees, as well as how we in Con-
gress can assist you in this effort. It is not your job. It is not our 
job. It is the job of all of us collectively working together. We can 
all too easily get caught up in the immediacy of responding to the 
next big hurricane, wildfire, or tornado. But without doing the con-
sistent and meaningful work to listen and respond to the needs of 
FEMA on a continuous basis, the agency puts in jeopardy its abil-
ity to effectively carry out its mission. I look forward to taking time 
today to examine these issues, to celebrate the accomplishments of 
your tremendous work force, and to look ahead at the next step 
FEMA must take to support its fine people. With that, I thank you 
again for joining us today. Madam Chair, I yield. 

[The statement of Chairman Correa follows:] 

STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN J. LUIS CORREA 

JANUARY 20, 2022 

We’re here this morning to discuss the FEMA workforce. The men and women 
who work to support FEMA’s mission are the backbone of the agency. From the field 
operations teams and Reservists who deploy to disaster sites within hours of an 
emergency declaration, to those who work behind the scenes to administer grant 
funding and organize countless logistics. The FEMA workforce is as varied as the 
tasks the agency is asked to carry out. 

During the last few years, FEMA has had to juggle the on-going Federal response 
to numerous record-breaking disasters, in addition to the COVID–19 pandemic, and 
the resettlement of our Afghan allies. That doesn’t capture all of FEMA’s duties. It 
is a testament to the skill and flexibility of FEMA’s workforce that the agency is 
able to support the Federal Government’s efforts in so many different areas. Yet it 
cannot be said that FEMA employees haven’t felt the strain of being pulled in so 
many directions. The workforce is suffering from an increase in burn-out and in re-
cent years significantly more employees have left the agency than usual. It is abso-
lutely critical that FEMA address these rising attrition rates, and prioritize the 
needs of its people. 

In the past, FEMA has failed to properly prioritize workforce management issues 
like recruitment and retention and the agency has struggled to deal with issues of 
harassment and discrimination within the workplace. But in recent years FEMA 
has taken significant and concrete steps to foster a more inclusive and resilient 
workforce. With the support of Congress, in 2019, FEMA created an Office of Profes-
sional Responsibility to better investigate allegations of employee misconduct. Under 
the Biden administration, FEMA has a renewed focus on addressing long-term 
workforce challenges by increasing the availability and quality of training and edu-
cational opportunities for the emergency management community. Providing oppor-
tunities for advancement and the development of new skills is important for retain-
ing the agency’s skilled workforce. Yet there is still more to be done. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses about what they would like to see 
FEMA do to demonstrate an on-going commitment to supporting its employees. As 
well as how we in Congress can assist this effort. It can be all too easy to get caught 
up in the immediacy of responding to the next big hurricane, wildfire, or tornado. 
But without doing the consistent and meaningful work to listen and respond to the 
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needs of the FEMA community on a continuous basis, the agency puts in jeopardy 
its ability to effectively carry out its mission. 

I look forward to taking the time today to examine this issue, to celebrate the ac-
complishments of this workforce, and to look ahead at the next steps FEMA must 
take to support its people. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much, Mr. Correa, for that 
statement and for yielding back. The Chair now recognizes the 
Ranking Member of the Subcommittee on Oversight, Management, 
and Accountability, the gentleman from Michigan, Mr. Meijer, for 
an opening statement. 

Mr. MEIJER. Thank you, Chairwoman Demings and Ranking 
Member Cammack and Chairman Correa for holding this hearing 
today, the first for both subcommittees in 2022. Thank you to our 
witnesses for giving us their time and insights into this critical and 
timely topic. 

I certainly appreciate the work that GAO and RAND have done 
to improve FEMA’s functions and the focus of today’s hearing, how 
we can help build that work force which is ready to respond, and 
help FEMA fulfill its mission of helping people before, during, and 
after disasters. We will hear about the issues FEMA’s work force 
has faced in the past and how FEMA has worked to resolve those 
problems. But most importantly, I hope we will hear how FEMA 
can help set itself up for success in the future. 

Before we begin, I would like to express as both the Chairwoman 
and Chairman Correa have said and also Ranking Member 
Cammack has said, express my sincere gratitude to the brave men 
and woman working tirelessly at FEMA who have barely had a 
break since the historic hurricane season of 2017. Just last week, 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration stated that 
the United States has experienced $750 billion in damages from 
weather-related disasters just in the last 5 years. Moreover, in 
2020 and in 2021, the United States suffered from at least 20 indi-
vidual disasters costing more than $1 billion each. The magnitude 
of those numbers is overwhelming and certainly speaks to the pres-
sure that FEMA has been under. 

What is truly concerning is that the weather disasters are only 
a portion of what FEMA has been dealing with in the past several 
years. FEMA has also been at the forefront of the COVID–19 pan-
demic response for almost 2 years now. For the first time in his-
tory, FEMA is managing a disaster declaration in every State and 
territory in the Nation, as well as the District of Columbia. FEMA 
has been tasked with assisting in the coordination of the resettle-
ment of Afghan allies through Operation Allies Welcome, as well 
as assisting in the border crisis on our Southern Border. The mis-
sion at FEMA seems to expand every few months and I can only 
imagine the stress and strain that this has put on the work force. 

So, again, I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks and appre-
ciation to the staff at FEMA for all the good work that they do day 
in and day out. Because when they are called into action, it is be-
cause the event is so catastrophic that local and State resources 
are overwhelmed. They are the last line of defense in recovery. 
America deserves and needs a strong FEMA, one that can fulfill its 
mission every time it is called upon because the American people 
expect this. As Members of Congress, we should also expect a well- 
managed organization that can fulfill its mission. 
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Several studies have made recommendations over the years on 
how FEMA should recruit, train, and manage this work force. I 
know we will hear about some of those today, as well as from Mr. 
Fugate, a former FEMA administrator who has first-hand knowl-
edge about managing the FEMA work force. Some recent GAO rec-
ommendations have been made to address these work force chal-
lenges, including that the FEMA administrator should develop a 
plan to address identified challenges, develop mechanisms, includ-
ing collecting relevant data, and create a staff development pro-
gram for FEMA’s work force. FEMA has agreed to implement—are 
working to implement these recommendations and concurs with the 
conclusion. I hope that at a future date, we will be able to hear di-
rectly from FEMA on this matter. I also look forward to RAND’s 
input on the survey they did with FEMA to estimate the preva-
lence of workplace harassment and discrimination in order to 
strengthen the core of the employment base. 

I am encouraged by FEMA’s willingness to be open-minded and 
listen to outside groups about ways to reduce harassment and dis-
crimination while also strengthening its work force both in terms 
of its mission and its internal culture. Because, again, FEMA plays 
a critical role in helping our citizens and communities prepare for 
and respond to disasters of all kinds. A strong work force is essen-
tial to carrying out this mission. I know we will do everything that 
we can to ensure that FEMA’s work force is strong, equipped, and 
ready. I look forward to hearing from our witnesses. With that, I 
yield back. 

[The statement of Ranking Member Meijer follows:] 

STATEMENT OF RANKING MEMBER PETER MEIJER 

Chairwoman Demings, Ranking Member Cammack, Chairman Correa, thank you 
for holding this joint hearing today, the first for both subcommittees in 2022. 

And thank you to our witnesses for giving us their time and insights into this crit-
ical and timely topic—I certainly appreciate the work that GAO and RAND have 
done to improve FEMA’s functions. 

The focus of today’s hearing is on how FEMA can build a work force that is ready 
to respond and help FEMA fulfill its mission of Helping People Before, During, and 
After Disasters. 

We will hear about the issues FEMA’s workforce has faced in the past, and how 
FEMA has worked to resolve those problems. Most importantly, I hope we will hear 
how FEMA can set itself up for success in the future. 

However, before we begin, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the men 
and women working tirelessly at FEMA, who have barely had a break since the his-
toric hurricane season of 2017. 

Just last week, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association stated that the 
United States has experienced $750 billion in damages from weather-related disas-
ters in the last 5 years alone. Moreover, both in 2020 and 2021, the United States 
suffered from at least 20 individual disasters that cost more than $1 billion each. 

The magnitude of those numbers is overwhelming and certainly speaks to the 
pressure that FEMA has been under. What is truly concerning is that weather dis-
asters are only a portion of what FEMA has been dealing with over the last several 
years. 

FEMA has also been at the forefront of the COVID–19 pandemic for almost 2 
years. For the first time in history, FEMA is managing a disaster declaration in 
every State and territory in the Nation, as well as the District of Columbia. FEMA 
has also been tasked with assisting in the coordination of the Afghan resettlement 
through Operation Allies Welcome, as well as assisting in the border crisis. 

The mission at FEMA seems to expand every few months, and I am sure that this 
stress and strain has taken its toll on the workforce. 

So, again, I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks and appreciation to the staff 
at FEMA for all the good work they do day in and day out. 
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FEMA is called into action when an event is so catastrophic, that local and State 
resources are overwhelmed. They are the last line of defense and recovery. America 
deserves a strong FEMA—one that can fulfill its mission every time it is called 
upon. Americans expect this, and as Members of Congress, we should also expect 
a well-managed organization that can fulfill its mission. 

Several studies have made recommendations over the years about how FEMA 
should recruit, train, and manage its workforce. We will hear about some of those 
today, as well as from Mr. Fugate, a former FEMA administrator, who has first- 
hand knowledge about managing the FEMA workforce. 

Some recent GAO recommendations have been made to address work force chal-
lenges, including that the FEMA administrator should: 

Develop a plan to address identified challenges that have hindered FEMA’s abil-
ity to provide reliable information to field officials about staff skills and abili-
ties; 
Develop mechanisms, including collecting relevant data, to assess how effec-
tively FEMA’s disaster workforce was deployed to meet mission needs in the 
field; and 
Create a staff development program for FEMA’s disaster workforce that ad-
dresses training access, delivery of on-the-job training, and other development 
methods. 

FEMA has agreed with these recommendations and is working to implement 
them. 

I hope that at a future date we will be able to hear directly from FEMA on this 
matter. 

We will also hear from RAND about a survey they did on behalf of FEMA de-
signed to estimate the prevalence of workplace harassment and discrimination at 
the agency. This survey certainly had some eye-opening results, and I appreciate the 
opportunity to get more details on those findings here today. 

In response to this survey, FEMA developed a Culture Action Improvement Plan, 
and in the past several years, established an Office of Professional Responsibility 
and made anti-sexual harassment training mandatory across the agency. 

I am encouraged by FEMA’s willingness to be open-minded and listen to outside 
groups about ways to reduce harassment and discrimination while also strength-
ening its workforce—both in terms of its mission and its internal culture. 

FEMA plays a critical role in helping our citizens and communities prepare for 
and respond to disasters of all kinds, and a strong workforce is essential to be able 
to do just that. I pledge to do everything I can from this seat to ensure that FEMA’s 
workforce is strong, equipped with the tools it needs, and ready to help people be-
fore, during, and after disasters. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses, and I yield back. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. The Chair thanks the Ranking Member 
for his statement. Members are reminded that the committees will 
operate according to the guidelines laid out by the Chairman and 
Ranking Member in their February 3 colloquy regarding remote 
procedures. Without objection, Members not on the subcommittees 
shall be permitted to sit and question the witnesses. Additional 
Member statements may be included in the record. 

[The statement of Chairman Thompson follows:] 

STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN BENNIE G. THOMPSON 

JANUARY 20, 2022 

I would like to thank the FEMA workforce for their service to the country. In my 
home State of Mississippi, we have a lot of experience with disasters, unfortunately, 
and know the value of having a strong FEMA workforce. 

FEMA has continued to help communities respond to and recover from natural 
disasters. Meanwhile, it has carried out critical parts of the Federal response to the 
COVID–19 pandemic and supported other Federal agencies in the care of unaccom-
panied children at the border and the resettlement of Afghan allies. FEMA has been 
challenged with responding to multiple large-scale disasters while simultaneously 
being pulled into other important missions. This workload has hindered efforts to 
address workforce challenges, including hiring, training, and retention. 

The frequency and intensity of natural disasters due to climate change have only 
exacerbated these workforce challenges. In 2017, we saw the direct impact of a 
FEMA workforce that was understaffed, undertrained, and overwhelmed when three 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 09:31 Apr 11, 2022 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00014 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6621 H:\117TH\22JT0120\22JT0120 HEATH



11 

major storms made landfall in the span of less than a month. We need a robust 
FEMA workforce that is prepared to handle our new reality, which includes extreme 
weather events, pandemics, and other evolving threats. 

My concern about FEMA’s workforce strength is not new. In 2019, then-FEMA 
Administrator Peter Gaynor testified before this committee that the FEMA work-
force had a staffing deficit of a ‘‘few thousand.’’ However, I regularly hear from con-
stituents that they do not receive a response from FEMA when they apply for a job. 
There appears to be a disconnect. The agency has also struggled with issues of har-
assment and discrimination within the workplace, which is undoubtedly undermines 
efforts to build a strong workforce. 

Additionally, I continue to be concerned about the agency’s lack of diversity, par-
ticularly in leadership roles. The workforce should be diverse and represent the 
country in order to provide, equitable, and comprehensive disaster assistance. For 
these reasons, I am glad the Biden administration demonstrated early on that 
strengthening the FEMA workforce would be a priority. The President’s fiscal year 
2022 budget request focuses on filling critical gaps in the agency’s overall staffing, 
with a particular emphasis on strengthening the incident management workforce. 

Moreover, FEMA’s 2022–2026 Strategic Plan names building a diverse and 
stronger workforce within FEMA as key objectives. The plan further seeks to im-
prove equity and increase the availability and quality of training and educational 
opportunities for the emergency management workforce. These are promising steps 
by the Biden administration, but more work needs to be done. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses today about the challenges FEMA 
faces and what Congress can do to aid them in making FEMA’s workforce stronger. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. I now welcome our panel of witnesses. 
Our first witness is former FEMA Administrator Craig Fugate. Mr. 
Fugate served as FEMA administrator throughout the Obama ad-
ministration. During his tenure, he led FEMA through multiple 
record-breaking disaster years and oversaw the Federal Govern-
ment’s response to multiple natural disasters, including dev-
astating tornadoes in the Midwest and Hurricanes Irene, Matthew, 
and Sandy, among others. Prior to his time in the Obama adminis-
tration, Mr. Fugate was the director of Florida’s Division of Emer-
gency Management. During his time in Florida, he launched the 
largest mutual aid response to affected States in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina. It is great to see you and thank you for joining 
us today. 

Our second witness is Chris Currie, the director of GAO’s Home-
land Security and Justice team. Mr. Currie leads GAO’s work on 
emergency management disaster response and recovery and De-
partment of Homeland Security management in high-risk issues. 
Mr. Currie began his tenure with GAO in 2002. It is great to see 
you and welcome. 

Our third and final witness is Carra Sims, a senior behavioral 
and social scientist at the RAND Corporation. Ms. Sims’ current 
and past research includes investigating the effects of workplace 
stressors on job attitudes and performance, exploring the effects of 
organizational climate and culture on job attitudes and behavior, 
and how best to change organizational climate and culture and de-
termining the knowledge, skills, and abilities required for success 
in various military and civilian jobs. Welcome, Ms. Sims, and 
thank you so much for joining us today. 

Without objection, the witnesses’ full statements will be inserted 
in the record. I now ask each witness to summarize their statement 
for 5 minutes, beginning with former Administrator Fugate. 
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STATEMENT OF W. CRAIG FUGATE, FORMER ADMINISTRATOR, 
FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY 

Mr. FUGATE. Well, thank you, Chair and the Ranking Member, 
and the other Chair and Ranking Members. First of all, I would 
like to acknowledge the fact of the thanks you gave FEMA because 
I remember not too long ago in the distant past where FEMA 
wasn’t held in high regard. The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina 
was a stain for the agency. As much as we are talking about the 
challenges FEMA is facing, I also would like to acknowledge how 
far FEMA has come from that response and the improvements they 
have made. A lot of it with the support of Congress. 

You asked an important question. What can Congress do to help 
FEMA develop and professionalize and continue to grow the work 
force? I want to address a couple of key issues because I think it 
is easy to state the problems. Quite honestly, a lot of what is being 
discussed is process. It will not change the outcome. You can do all 
the studies, gather all the data, do all the reviews, and it still won’t 
change the fundamental process that FEMA depends upon a work 
force that is not what many people think it is. We use the term 
reserves. But FEMA employees that are hired as Reservists, are 
considered intermittent employees. They are only employed when 
there is a disaster. They have no benefits when they are not and 
they are on call. 

Now, think about the current work force that we are facing in 
the Nation with job shortages. How do you attract qualified people, 
train them, have them sit waiting in case there is a disaster, then 
deploy them and expect to have that kind of output with no other 
benefits or retentions outside of their initial training. Now, again, 
FEMA has a lot of disasters. Some folks are called up are a rou-
tinely deployed for long periods of time. But other more specialized 
skills are only deployed rarely. There is also the tendency to go to 
the same people over and over again because they have more expe-
rience. Newer people hired don’t get the training, don’t have the ex-
perience, and don’t always get called up. 

So, the first thing I would ask Congress to look at is how do you 
maintain a work force? This is the majority of the folks that deploy 
in disasters are the Reservists that do the bulk of the work in re-
covery. How do you maintain on-call qualified trained staff that are 
only engaged when you deploy them to a disaster and have no 
other benefits? Even in the military, and again, we use the term 
Reservists, these are not the same type of benefits the Reservists 
have in the U.S. military where they are covered under the Uni-
formed Services Employment and Reemployment Act, where if peo-
ple have jobs and get called up for military duty, those jobs are pro-
tected. That doesn’t even apply to FEMA Reservists. Reservists 
have a known deployment of every month they have drill. They get 
reimbursed for that. They have 2 weeks’ annual training. Again, 
subject to any call-ups for the Federal mission, protection for de-
ployment. FEMA Reservists get none of that. 

So, I think the first thing we want to look at is can we give 
FEMA more tools in recruiting and retaining qualified Reservists 
that many of which only are going to deploy in certain times of dis-
asters and certain skill sets and address, how do you incentivize 
people who would be available? Also, understand that some of 
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these folks work full-time. They can’t wait for a disaster. But they 
may have skills that are required by FEMA as their way to provide 
tools there. 

So, again, I would look at Reservists. Think about this. These are 
literally up to thousands to tens of thousands of people that we are 
deploying across this Nation. They are on-call. They are totally 
subject to FEMA’s needs. They are not incentivized when they are 
not deployed. They really don’t get any benefits outside of when 
they are deployed. That model doesn’t scale up to the frequency of 
disasters, nor does it work very good when the economy is strong 
because of the shortfall points. 

The second thing I would look at is the work that they are doing. 
Much has been made—and I think you will hear this across the 
board, is a concern that will be FEMA be able to respond to the 
next disaster? I can tell you the answer. The answer is yes, they 
will respond. That has not been the issue. The issue has been hav-
ing to take people off of previous disasters where recovery work can 
take years, if not a decade, and move them to the new disaster. 
Stopping or slowing down the recovery from the previous disasters. 
I ask this question and I have had conversations with my counter-
parts at GAO and others, is our reimbursement process and re-
building process takes literally, in New Orleans, we are still doing 
recovery from Katrina. I was still doing recovery when I left FEMA 
at Katrina. Why does it take us a decade when insurance compa-
nies are in and out in less than a year? I think we need to go back 
and say, instead of working always on the work force, we need to 
work on the process of how do we speed up the process of reimburs-
ing communities? This may not be a shock to you, but too often de-
cisions on how to process disasters are made based upon what I 
hear in a lot of hearings we start out with to avoid fraud, waste, 
and abuse, becoming the overriding decision maker that nobody 
wants to take a risk of an adverse finding in a IG report or a GAO 
report. So, we have such a high requirement that we have built 
processes to minimize that at the expense of helping communities 
recover quickly and requiring a work force that is extremely large. 

Think about it. I will almost guarantee the tornado outbreaks we 
saw earlier around Christmas in Kentucky and the other regions 
the insurance companies will be done within a year. FEMA will be 
there for the next 5 years. Why? If we don’t fix the process, you 
are always going to need a lot more people to administer this. So, 
two ways to check this is give them better benefits to recruit them 
and look at how do we reduce the process so it takes fewer people 
to be successful in helping communities recover faster. Get the 
money there in the first year of recovery, not 5 years later while 
we are still trying to make sure the answer is perfect. Thank you 
Madam Chair and Ranking Member. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Fugate follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF W. CRAIG FUGATE 

THURSDAY, JANUARY 20, 2022 

Chair Val Demings, Ranking Member Kat Cammack, and Members of the com-
mittee, thank you for inviting me to testify today about FEMA, Building a Work-
force Prepared and Ready to Respond. 
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First, I want to celebrate the fact that FEMA’s workforce has continued to re-
spond to COVID–19, as well as hurricanes, floods, fires, and severe weather out-
breaks, while administering its authorized and appropriated funded programs from 
Congress. Much has been done through remote work which has allowed FEMA to 
continue its mission during this pandemic. 

While others will talk about the challenges that FEMA faces in building and 
maintaining its workforce, I want to focus on possible solutions. 

FEMA is authorized major three classifications of workforce: 
FEMA Permanent Full Time (PFT) employees are hired through a competitive 

process that includes an application and interview. They may gain competitive sta-
tus after 1 year of continuous service and full career tenure after 3 years of contin-
uous service. 

Cadre of On-Call Response/Recovery Employees (CORE)—are hired to work for a 
specific, limited period, between 2 to 4 years. These positions may be renewed if 
there is on-going disaster work and funding is available. CORE employees are gen-
erally eligible for the same benefits as PFT employees, but do not gain competitive 
status nor career tenure during their term. 

Reservists (On-Call)—FEMA consistently seeks talented and hard-working people 
who are eager to assist disaster survivors and first responders on an on-call basis 
as Reservist employees. They are the main FEMA workforce during an emergency 
or disaster. 

While there are other classifications such as FEMA Corps, Internships, most of 
the workforce resides in the above three classifications. 

Additionally, to augment the disaster workforce, the Department of Homeland Se-
curity maintains a Surge Capacity Force (SCF) and FEMA continues to recruit, ros-
ter, orient, and deploy SCF members as necessary. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Better Utilization of the Permanent Full Time (PFT) Workforce in Disaster Response 
• All PFT Workforce members should be trained in an emergency role in addition 

to their full-time role. 
• PFT members should be allowed to deploy to disasters as part of a rotational 

system to ensure daily operational needs of FEMA are met. 
• FEMA should continue to utilize the PFT as a surge workforce during major 

event. 
Background 

Many of the PTF workforce join FEMA to help in disasters but are rarely de-
ployed. Most disasters are managed by the CORE and Reservists workforce. But 
during major events like Hurricane Katrina, Super Storm Sandy, the hurricanes of 
2017, and most recently the Federal response to COVID–19, it was required that 
the PFT workforce deploy to support emergency operations. Ensuring the PFT work-
force is prepared and trained to emergency operations is key to provide a rapid 
surge workforce. There are three main activities that the PFT workforce are ex-
pected to perform during these major events. 

1. Deployed to the disaster to support emergency operations 
2. Staff the National Response Coordination Center (RCC) or Regional RCCs 
3. Backfill for deployed staff to continue continuing of operations for time-sen-
sitive functions. 

My experience during Super Storm Sandy was that many of the those deployed 
for the first time came back with new appreciation for how their jobs supported the 
FEMA mission. 

When I became FEMA administrator in 2009, not every FEMA permanent full- 
time employee had emergency duties in their position descriptions even as this re-
quirement was in the job postings. When I inquired about this, I was informed that 
not all employees were expected to be deployable in a disaster. We made a change 
that all new hires would complete a signing statement acknowledging that they 
would be expected to have an emergency function in addition to their full-time job. 
The current statement on U.S.A. Jobs is as follows: 
‘‘EMERGENCY ASSIGNMENT: Every FEMA employee has regular and recurring 
emergency management responsibilities, though not every position requires routine 
deployment to disaster sites. All positions are subject to recall around the clock for 
emergency management operations, which may require irregular work hours, work 
at locations other than the official duty station, and may include duties other than 
those specified in the employee’s official position description. Travel requirements 
in support of emergency operations may be extensive in nature (weeks to months), 
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with little advance notice, and may require employees to relocate to emergency sites 
with physically austere and operationally challenging conditions.’’ 

The Disaster Staffing Support Program (DSSP) is comprised of FEMA HQ FTE 
staff who do not typically deploy. 

This internal, surge workforce is made up of PFTs and COREs across the FEMA 
HQ who currently hold Ancillary Support, Unassigned, or Mission Essential des-
ignations. 
Improve Benefits and Retention of the Reservist Workforce 

1. Provide all Reservist with a minimum of 2 days a month and 2 weeks a year 
of paid training if not deployed in that fiscal year for at least 30 days. 
2. Consider adding the FEMA Reservist workforce to the Uniformed Services 
Employment and Re-Employment Rights Act or provide similar protections 
under the Stafford Act. 
3. Continue to improve the implementation of Disaster Reform and Recovery 
Act (DRRA) where CORE and Reservists can compete for PFT positions at 
FEMA under Merit Promotion after 3 or more years of continuous work. 

Background 
Reservist at FEMA are not the equivalent of the military Reservist who are cov-

ered under the Uniformed Services Employment and Re-Employment Rights Act. 
Rather FEMA Reservist are considered on-call who work intermittently with little 
benefits when not deployed. They have no protections if they have full-time employ-
ment when called up. 

Hiring and maintaining FEMA Reservists is a continuous process. As the work 
is on-call, and intermittent, attracting talent in tight job markets is a challenge. 
Without incentives to recruit and maintain Reservists, this workforce will continue 
to be a staffing challenge for current and future disasters. 

Hiring Under the Disaster Reform and Recovery Act (DRRA) 
Before the Disaster Reform and Recovery Act, Stafford Act employees could only 

apply for Permanent Full-Time (PFT) positions open to the general public. Now, 
Stafford Act employees can compete for PFT positions at FEMA under Merit Pro-
motion after 3 or more years of continuous work. 
Reduce the Workforce Requirements to Administer Disaster Assistance Under the 

Stafford Act 
1. Speed disaster recovery by using estimated cost rather than actual cost. 
Adapt Insurance Industry best practices to ensure fair payouts for eligible work 
in a declared disaster in months, not years. 
2. Continue the Dispute Resolution Process (Arbitration) for all current and fu-
ture disasters where agreement cannot be reached in recommendation 1. 
3. Do not allow a mentality of zero fraud, waste, or abuse to drive process. Re-
view how much it cost to administer $1 in public assistance to see how this has 
driven up the cost, staffing requirements, and time it takes. 

Background 
Current staffing plans are based on the current implementation of disaster assist-

ance under those programs available under Stafford Act Disaster Declarations. 
FEMA was given new tools in the Sandy Recovery Improvement Act of 2013 to 

include using estimates for public assistance projects rather than actual cost. 
Continue support the FEMA Administrator’s plans to address workplace harass-

ment and discrimination. 
Background 

In the Spring of 2019, FEMA hired a third-party organization, RAND, to conduct 
an employee survey on workplace harassment and discrimination in response to an 
internal investigation that found disturbing evidence of misconduct within FEMA’s 
senior leadership ranks. The survey focused on the time frame of Spring 2018 
through Spring 2019 and ultimately found numerous FEMA employees reported ex-
periencing civil rights violations on the basis of sex, race, or ethnicity. 

Female employees reported experiencing a less positive experience in the work-
place than their male counterparts. 

The report also identified that: 
• Employees felt a gap in trust with agency senior leaders. 
• Employees felt barriers to reporting civil rights violations existed. 
• Employees who did report violations or misconduct felt they experienced retalia-

tion. 
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• There is a lack of understanding of what constitutes sexual misconduct and ap-
propriate behaviors. 

• Employees expressed feelings of isolation and heightened levels of vulnerability. 
• There is a perception that perpetrators are not held accountable. 
• Employees found there is inconsistency in conduct expectations. 
FEMA provided this below information as they continue to improve the agency’s 

work climate and engagements to help implement those changes. 
• Conducted Listening Sessions for FEMA Staff to share concerns on RAND re-

port findings and next steps. 
• Developed central ‘‘landing page’’ on the FEMA intranet to serve as a one-stop 

shop for employee resources regarding culture improvement. 
• Developed and implemented Standards of Conduct for all employees. 
• Addressed Agency culture during new employee on-boarding regarding FEMA’s 

core values and our commitment to a workplace free of harassment and dis-
crimination. In addition, the agency is updating the exit interview process to 
better identify issues raised by employees moving on to different opportunities. 

• Required anti-harassment training for all employees. 
• Reporting disciplinary actions in the FEMA Weekly for agency-wide situational 

awareness. 
Field Operations Training.—FEMA is partnering with RAINN (Rape Abuse Incest 

National Network), the largest anti-sexual assault organization in the country. 
• Since early 2020, RAINN initiative trainings have occurred at 14 Joint Field Of-

fices (JFOs) with a total of 2,000 participants and will include additional JFOs 
going forward. 

• FEMA’s goals, through the RAINN trainings are to: 
• Raise awareness of sexual misconduct within selected JFOs. 
• Provide JFO staff with tools to better prevent and respond to sexual mis-

conduct. 
• Align community members within selected JFOs on next steps toward safer 

environments. 
• Create a culture of accountability and preparedness when it comes to sexual 

misconduct. 
• Execute a proactive approach to addressing sexual misconduct. 
• Implement sustainable change across the organization. 

• Through March 2022, future trainings will occur at 6 additional JFOs and all 
trainings will be held virtually in fiscal year 2021, with tentative options to de-
liver trainings in-person in fiscal year 2022 pending COVID–19 restrictions. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Mr. Fugate, I am sorry. I am so sorry to 
have to interrupt you, but your time has expired. We have gone a 
little bit well over. I would ask that during one of the questions, 
if there is additional information that you would please present it 
at that time because you have such a great perspective. 

I do also need to remind Members that votes have been called. 
I know that Members have been leaving. We are going to continue 
through. So, if you have not voted yet, please go ahead and vote 
and we are going to continue with the hearing. Thank you so much 
for your indulgence. I now recognize Mr. Currie to summarize his 
statement for 5 minutes. Mr. Currie. 

STATEMENT OF CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE, DIRECTOR, HOME-
LAND SECURITY AND JUSTICE TEAM, U.S. GOVERNMENT AC-
COUNTABILITY OFFICE 

Mr. CURRIE. Thank you very much, Chairwoman Demings and 
Chairman Correa and Ranking Members Cammack and Meijer. I 
appreciate the opportunity to discuss our work on FEMA’s work 
force over the years. I would also like to say that I have a deep 
respect for the men and women at FEMA. I have worked with 
them for many years. They work long hours, thankless jobs. They 
are away from home long periods of time. Also, many of them are 
also veterans and have joined FEMA to continue their service to 
the country. 
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So, the findings of our work have nothing to do with the dedica-
tion and hard work of FEMA, but more about how the agency man-
ages its people and how I think that could get better. I agree with 
Mr. Fugate, I mean, I think it is both. I think there are certainly 
areas within FEMA that could be improved and better managed, 
but I agree, we need to look at some long-term reform efforts. I am 
going to talk about that in a minute. 

But today there has never been more pressure on the FEMA 
work force and they are tired now. In recent years, disasters have 
not just increased, but they are often sequential. There is no down 
time. There is no disaster season anymore. It is all year long. This 
requires FEMA’s work force to deploy from one place to another 
after another. Then add to that that because of FEMA’s capabili-
ties, they have had to help with the pandemic response. Not just 
help but lead the response. Assist CBP at the border and help re-
settle Afghan refugees. So, you know, FEMA is asked to do these 
things because they have the resources, they have the authorities 
and the logistical abilities that many other Federal agencies don’t 
have. However, they have taken on all these responsibilities with 
a work force structure and staffing process that hasn’t transformed 
to keep up with this pace of what they are expected to do today. 

The existing work force models were designed to scale up during 
a past time long ago when disasters and large disasters were rare. 
I will talk a little bit about our work and then I will talk about, 
I think, some of the things we need to do moving forward. But our 
work, as has been stated, has identified a number of challenges in-
ternally that I think are going to get worse if they are not ad-
dressed over time. For example, FEMA has long faced challenges 
in deploying staff with the right qualifications and skills to meet 
the disaster needs. So, this is not just us. But we talked to FEMA 
leaders. We talked to Federal coordinating officers, field people, 
people on the ground. They told us that the agency’s qualifications 
system, which is critical deploying the right people, doesn’t effec-
tively capture staff qualifications. Often leads to unqualified or un-
trained people being deployed to disasters. This causes problems 
and I think this needs to be fixed. 

We also found that FEMA struggles to train, coach, and develop 
its work force. Particularly, it is incident management work force, 
especially when deployed in the field. Field leaders told us they 
struggle to get the training and development necessary to be effec-
tive. For example, Reservists who make up, you know, 35 to 40 per-
cent of FEMA’s work force, they have problems accessing develop-
mental opportunities when they are not deployed. This gets to 
some of the structural reforms Mr. Fugate talked about. For exam-
ple, getting paid time in technology to train when they are de-
ployed is very difficult because of the way they have to be paid 
through a specific disaster. So, what we recommended is that 
they—and this has been talked about already. They develop a more 
specific developmental program that addresses a lot of these chal-
lenges where we can do this outside of some of these deployments 
too. 

The other thing I would like to mention is FEMA has hired thou-
sands of new employees in recent years. According to the data I 
have seen, they have increased their total force by over 5,000 peo-
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ple in the last 6 years. They now have over 22,000 staff ready to 
respond. Additional staff are fantastic given their increased work-
load, but it is not the only solution to this. They are likely to make 
some of these training and qualifications challenges even more dif-
ficult. For example, this means that less experienced staff are like-
ly to be staffed to a number of these disasters. So, this is going to 
be something that we have to continue to address. 

So, I think as I mentioned, the problem is a little bit more com-
plicated than just tweaking internal process. I think FEMA and the 
Congress should consider two larger areas. Some of this is going to 
align with what Mr. Fugate said. First, we need to consider a 
broader work force reform effort involving Congress and potential 
legislation. New authorities may be necessary to address some of 
these issues. For example, the restriction on training, reserve em-
ployees, and paying for training and development when they are 
not actually deployed to a disaster. The way that works now is the 
large part of the incident management work force is being trained 
when they are deployed to a disaster. This is great real-life experi-
ence, but it often means that training is not going to be a priority, 
not surprisingly. 

Second, we need to look at the process, I agree, and workload we 
are asking FEMA staff to perform. While, you know, most folks, I 
think, think of FEMA staff as immediately responding to a disaster 
with the blue jackets on with FEMA on the back, the truth is is 
that much of FEMA’s work force manages grants and money and 
recovery efforts from prior disasters. There are many disasters that 
stay open for 5 to 10 years or 15 years or 16 years, in the case of 
Hurricane Katrina. FEMA told us last year that they were man-
aging almost 1,000 prior disasters that were still in some stage of 
recovery. This means, we are still cutting checks from disasters 
that happened 15 years ago, as Mr. Fugate mentioned about Hurri-
cane Katrina. 

So, the bottom line is that streamlining existing programs to be 
more efficient would also help cut down on FEMA’s workload and 
help them focus on the things we think they need to be focused on. 
This completes my statement today. I look forward to discussing 
how we can address the challenges and to your questions. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Currie follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE 

THURSDAY, JANUARY 20, 2022 

GAO HIGHLIGHTS 

Highlights of GAO–22–105631, a testimony before the Subcommittees on Emer-
gency Preparedness, Response, and Recovery and Oversight, Management, and Ac-
countability, Committee on Homeland Security, House of Representatives. 
Why GAO Did This Study 

FEMA has long been tasked with the difficult job of leading the Federal response 
to natural disasters. The increasing frequency of disasters and the additional re-
sponsibilities of responding to the COVID–19 pandemic and other events have 
stretched the FEMA workforce in unprecedented ways. 

This testimony discusses GAO’s prior work on various FEMA workforce chal-
lenges. This statement is based on products GAO issued from July 2015 to August 
2021. For those products, GAO reviewed and analyzed Federal law, Federal data, 
and agency documentation and interviewed Federal, State, and local officials as well 
as representatives of stakeholder groups impacted by disasters. GAO also conducted 
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some of these interviews as part of visits to locations affected by hurricanes in 2017 
and 2018. Additionally, GAO conducted 17 focus groups with FEMA staff. 
What GAO Recommends 

GAO has made numerous recommendations in prior reports designed to address 
the workforce challenges discussed in this testimony. FEMA has taken steps to ad-
dress these recommendations and GAO is monitoring FEMA’s on-going efforts. 

FEMA WORKFORCE.—LONG-STANDING AND NEW CHALLENGES COULD AFFECT MISSION 
SUCCESS 

What GAO Found 
GAO’s past work has identified long-standing challenges facing the Federal Emer-

gency Management Agency’s (FEMA) workforce. In May 2020, for example, GAO re-
ported on the following workforce challenges within FEMA: 

Staffing shortages.—The 2017 and 2018 disaster seasons created unprecedented 
demand for FEMA’s workforce. FEMA deployed over 10,000 personnel during the 
peak of each season but faced shortages in over half of its cadres—operational or 
programmatic groups—when disasters began. For example, 18 of 23 cadres operated 
with 25 percent or less of staff available to deploy when Hurricane Maria made 
landfall in 2017. In addition, many employees—up to 48 percent in some cases— 
declined deployments due, according to FEMA officials, to burn-out and austere con-
ditions in the field. 

Workforce qualifications.—GAO found that FEMA faced challenges deploying staff 
with the right qualifications and skills at the right times to meet disaster needs. 
Qualification status in FEMA’s systems was not a reliable indicator of staff’s ability 
to perform in the field. For example, in 14 of the focus groups GAO held with FEMA 
staff, participants said that staff who were designated as qualified in FEMA’s sys-
tem did not always have the necessary skills for their position. GAO recommended 
that FEMA develop a plan to address challenges in providing quality information 
to field leaders about staff qualifications. FEMA told GAO in December 2021 that 
its Field Operations Directorate has created plans to inform field leadership about 
staff skills and abilities, among other things. GAO also recommended that FEMA 
develop mechanisms to assess deployment outcomes. FEMA said it is modifying its 
force structure targets, with input from field leadership, and has implemented con-
tinuous data collection efforts. 

Staff development.—GAO found shortcomings in FEMA’s ability to ensure staff 
training and development for the skills needed in the field. For example, Reserv-
ists—often comprising the greatest proportion of FEMA staff in the field during a 
disaster—faced barriers to staff development and inconsistently received perform-
ance evaluations. GAO recommended that FEMA create a staff development pro-
gram that addresses access to training, development, and feedback. In response, 
FEMA has taken a number of steps, including process improvements for develop-
ment opportunities and creating a plan to consistently conduct performance reviews. 

GAO will continue to monitor FEMA’s actions and assess the extent to which 
these actions address GAO’s recommendations. 

These workforce challenges can affect FEMA’s ability to achieve its mission to 
help people before, during, and after disasters. For example, GAO has reported on 
challenges with inadequate training and low morale for Disaster Recovery Center 
call center employees. Improving training and employee engagement and morale 
may help improve services provided to disaster survivors. 

With an increase in the frequency and cost of disasters, and with FEMA sup-
porting numerous efforts outside of its normal core responsibilities, GAO is con-
cerned that FEMA personnel may not be prepared to manage a catastrophic natural 
disaster or concurrent disasters. 

Chairwoman Demings, Chairman Correa, Ranking Members Cammack and 
Meijer, and Members of the subcommittees: Thank you for the opportunity to dis-
cuss our work on the challenges facing the Federal Emergency Management Agen-
cy’s (FEMA) workforce. 

FEMA has long been tasked with the difficult job of leading the Federal response 
to natural disasters and other emergencies. It funds, manages, and coordinates re-
sponse and recovery efforts with other Federal agencies; States; local, Tribal, and 
territorial governments; and others. The increasing frequency of disasters and the 
additional responsibilities of responding to the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID– 
19) pandemic, assisting at the Southwest Border, and resettling Afghan refugees 
have stretched the FEMA workforce in unprecedented ways. In recent years, we 
have reported on long-standing workforce management challenges within the agen-
cy. FEMA management has had to redeploy response personnel from one disaster 
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1 GAO, FEMA Disaster Workforce: Actions Needed to Address Deployment and Staff Develop-
ment Challenges, GAO–20–360 (Washington, DC: May 4, 2020). 

2 GAO, Climate Change: Information on Potential Economic Effects Could Help Guide Federal 
Efforts to Reduce Fiscal Exposure, GAO–17–720 (Washington, DC: Sept. 28, 2017). Managing fis-
cal exposure due to climate change has been on our high-risk list since 2013, in part, because 
of concerns about the increasing costs of disaster response and recovery efforts. See GAO–21– 
119SP; also https://www.gao.gov/highrisk/limiting-federal-governments-fiscal-exposure-better- 
managing-climate-change-risks. 

3 In addition to supporting the COVID–19 response, FEMA supported California’s largest fire 
in history and managed the response to 10 named storms in September 2020 alone. As of Feb-
ruary 2021, FEMA had personnel deployed to 173 active disasters and was supporting 956 open 
disasters. 

to the next, and the agency has reported facing staffing shortfalls in response to 
some disasters. In addition, a large influx of new employees has added to the chal-
lenges of providing timely, program-specific training. 

Successfully addressing these challenges is important because, as we reported in 
May 2020, FEMA’s disaster workforce will be in high demand for the foreseeable 
future.1 The U.S. Global Change Research Program and the National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine project that extreme weather events will be-
come more frequent and intense due to climate change.2 The historic 2017 and 2018 
disaster seasons pushed FEMA well beyond its routine disaster response posture. 
In 2017, Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria, and the severe wildfires in Cali-
fornia, collectively affected 47 million people—nearly 15 percent of the Nation’s pop-
ulation. In 2018, Hurricanes Florence and Matthew and another severe California 
wildfire season again necessitated a major Federal response. The numbers of FEMA 
staff deployed for each of these seasons were more than double the roughly 5,000 
personnel deployed at the peak of the 2016 disaster season. 

These increased demands on the FEMA workforce persist. FEMA responded to 
many disasters in 2020, including a record-breaking hurricane season in the Atlan-
tic Ocean, and the most active fire year on record for the West Coast, with record- 
breaking wildfires in several States.3 

Concurrent with this increase in natural disasters, FEMA has been tasked with 
new responsibilities. In particular, FEMA has played a key role in the Federal re-
sponse to the COVID–19 pandemic. According to an assessment report issued by 
FEMA in January 2021, the scale and duration of COVID–19 operations challenged 
FEMA’s capabilities. Among other things, FEMA established mass vaccination sites 
and provided funeral assistance to families, the scope of which is unprecedented for 
the agency. We found that between mid-April 2021 and late-June 2021, FEMA re-
ceived and processed over 222,000 applications for funeral assistance. Prior to the 
COVID–19 pandemic, FEMA had processed approximately 6,000 cases of funeral as-
sistance over the past decade. 

The increased frequency and cost of disasters and FEMA’s support of numerous 
efforts outside of its normal core responsibilities present challenges to FEMA, as it 
must ensure that its personnel are prepared to manage a catastrophic natural dis-
aster or concurrent disasters. 

My statement today discusses our prior work on FEMA’s workforce, including 
challenges FEMA faces and how these challenges can affect FEMA achieving its 
mission. 

My statement today is based on products we issued from July 2015 to August 
2021. To perform our prior work, we reviewed and analyzed Federal law, a non-gen-
eralizable sample of post-disaster contracts, agency guidance, and other agency doc-
umentation. We also analyzed data from FEMA, the General Services Administra-
tion, and the Office of Personnel Management. We interviewed officials from FEMA 
and other selected Federal agencies; and State, territory, local, and nonprofit offi-
cials impacted by disasters. We conducted some of these interviews as part of visits 
to locations affected by hurricanes in 2017 and 2018, where we also met with dis-
aster survivors. Additionally, we conducted 17 focus groups with FEMA staff. More 
detailed information on the scope and methodology of our prior work can be found 
in each of the issued reports cited throughout this statement. 

We conducted the work on which this statement is based in accordance with gen-
erally accepted Government auditing standards. Those standards require that we 
plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a 
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We 
believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusion based on our audit objectives. 
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4 GAO–20–360. 
5 The number of focus groups in this section excludes the 3 focus groups we conducted with 

local hires. We excluded them from the counts because local hires do not consistently use the 
FEMA Qualification System. 

WORKFORCE CHALLENGES COULD AFFECT FEMA ACHIEVING ITS MISSION 

FEMA’s Workforce Challenges 
In May 2020, we reported that FEMA has faced challenges with: (1) Staffing 

shortages, (2) workforce qualifications, and (3) staff development, and we made rec-
ommendations to address aspects of these challenges.4 

• Staffing shortages.—During the 2017 and 2018 disaster seasons, several large- 
scale disasters created an unprecedented demand for FEMA’s workforce. FEMA 
deployed 14,684 and 10,328 personnel, respectively, at the peak of each of these 
seasons and reported staffing shortages. FEMA faced shortages across over half 
of its cadres—groups organized by operational or programmatic functions— 
when disasters made landfall or began during the 2017 season, and FEMA 
faced similar shortages during the 2018 disaster season. For instance, according 
to FEMA’s deployment data, 18 of 23 cadres operated with 25 percent or less 
of staff available to deploy when Hurricane Maria made landfall in Puerto Rico. 
In addition, many staff members who were available to deploy declined when 
requested to do so. For example, 48 percent of FEMA staff declined a deploy-
ment to Puerto Rico in 2017 after Hurricane Maria, in part due to the austere 
conditions and burn-out, and 40 percent declined a deployment to California 
wildfires in 2018. 
With an increase in the frequency and cost of disasters, and with FEMA simul-
taneously supporting numerous efforts outside of its normal core responsibil-
ities, we are concerned that FEMA personnel may not be prepared to manage 
a catastrophic natural disaster or concurrent disasters. We recently initiated 
work related to FEMA’s recruitment, hiring, and retention. 

• Workforce qualifications.—In addition to staffing shortages, we reported that 
FEMA faced challenges with deploying staff with the right qualifications and 
skills to meet disaster needs. FEMA field officials reported the qualification sta-
tus in FEMA’s qualification systems was not a reliable indicator of staff’s ability 
to perform in the field. For example, in 14 focus groups we held, participants 
stated they encountered staff members who were designated as qualified in 
FEMA’s system but did not have the skills or experience to perform effectively 
in their positions.5 Additionally, planning managers in a joint field office we vis-
ited said that staff inaccurately designated as qualified in FEMA’s qualification 
system were sometimes only able to complete half of the tasks expected of them, 
which hindered the cadre’s ability to support mission needs. They noted that 
this affected morale, added to others’ workload, and could turn a 12-hour day 
into a 14-hour day. 
We recommended that FEMA develop a plan—with time frames and mile-
stones—to address identified challenges that have hindered FEMA’s ability to 
provide reliable and complete information to field leaders and managers about 
staff knowledge, skills, and abilities. FEMA concurred with this recommenda-
tion. In December 2021, FEMA reported, among other things, developing quali-
fication plans for cadre personnel to better inform field leaders about staff 
knowledge, skills, and abilities, and we are conducting additional follow-up to 
assess FEMA’s actions. To address the complex and interrelated challenges we 
identified, it will be important for FEMA to take a comprehensive approach to 
this issue and consider cross-cutting solutions. 
We also found that FEMA did not have a plan to evaluate staffing challenges. 
Specifically, we found that FEMA lacked mechanisms to assess deployment out-
comes or the extent to which it deployed the right mix of staff at the right time 
to meet mission needs. FEMA collected data related to staffing levels and avail-
ability, such as comparing staff qualification rates to targets and tracking the 
number of staff deployed to disasters. However, these measures did not directly 
demonstrate deployment outcomes or how effectively FEMA deployed available 
staff. Without the ability to assess outcomes, FEMA officials lacked critical in-
formation to evaluate the effectiveness of its deployment strategies. 
We recommended that FEMA develop mechanisms, including collecting data to 
determine how effectively its workforce was deployed to meet mission needs. 
FEMA concurred with this recommendation. FEMA officials have stated that 
the agency is making progress toward meeting the force structure targets it es-
tablished in 2019 and has a process in place to modify the targets as needed. 
In December 2021, FEMA officials said FEMA is modifying its force structure 
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6 See GAO, Priority Open Recommendations: Department of Homeland Security, GAO–21– 
377PR (Washington, DC: Aug. 13, 2021). 

7 In 2015, we reported that a number of studies of private-sector entities have found that in-
creased levels of employee engagement result in better individual and organizational perform-
ance. This includes increased employee performance and productivity; higher customer service 
ratings; fewer safety incidents; and less absenteeism and turnover. Studies of the public sector, 
while more limited, have shown similar benefits. See GAO, Federal Workforce: Additional Anal-
ysis and Sharing of Promising Practices Could Improve Employee Engagement and Performance, 
GAO–15–585 (Washington, DC: July 14, 2015). For more information about employee engage-
ment at DHS and its component agencies, such as FEMA, see GAO, DHS Employee Morale: 
Some Improvements Made, but Additional Actions Needed to Strengthen Employee Engagement, 
GAO–21–204 (Washington, DC: January 12, 2021). 

8 The Office of Personnel Management administers the annual Federal Employee Viewpoint 
Survey and uses the responses to calculate the employee engagement index. The Office of Per-
sonnel Management defines employee engagement as employees’ sense of purpose that is evi-
dent in their display of dedication, persistence, and effort in their work or overall attachment 
to their organization and its mission. 

targets, with input from field leadership, and has implemented continuous data 
collection efforts. We are continuing to assess whether these efforts address our 
recommendation, which focuses on FEMA systematically collecting feedback and 
relevant data on the extent to which its deployment processes met field needs 
during disasters. 
We designated these 2 recommendations related to workforce qualifications as 
priority recommendations for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 
meaning we believe they warrant priority attention and can substantially im-
prove or transform major Government programs or agencies.6 

• Staff development.—Finally, we found shortcomings in FEMA’s ability to ensure 
staff development—that consists of training courses, on-the-job learning, coach-
ing, and mentoring—for the skills and abilities needed in the field. Staff told 
us they received inadequate on-the-job training or coaching, even though most 
participants in our focus groups said that these types of learning are the most 
useful. We found that at the start of their deployment during the 2017 and 2018 
disaster seasons, 36 percent of FEMA’s incident management workforce did not 
have an official assigned to coach and evaluate their task performance—the pri-
mary mechanism the agency depends on for coaching. Furthermore, when such 
officials were assigned, they often lacked time to coach staff. For example, offi-
cials at one of the joint field offices we visited said mission needs always come 
first and coaching and evaluating responsibilities are frequently not a priority. 
Supervisors in the field also often inconsistently completed performance evalua-
tions for deployed staff. Additionally, Reservists—who often comprise the great-
est proportion of FEMA staff in the field during a disaster and make up 35 per-
cent of FEMA’s workforce as of August 2021—faced barriers to accessing devel-
opmental opportunities when not deployed, including lack of paid time and tech-
nology needed to access training. Effective and consistent staff development is 
particularly important because FEMA has hired a large number of Reservists 
over the past few years. Our analysis of FEMA data showed that from June 1, 
2017 to May 31, 2019, the agency hired over 3,200 Reservists, which was 40 
percent of the agency’s entire Reservist workforce as of June 1, 2019. The chal-
lenges associated with underqualified staff we noted previously underscore the 
need for a comprehensive staff development program that would equip all staff 
to meet mission needs in the field. 
We recommended that FEMA create a staff development program that address-
es access to training, on-the-job training, use of performance evaluations, and 
consistent developmental opportunities regardless of whether FEMA employees 
are deployed. FEMA concurred with our recommendation and has taken a num-
ber of steps to improve staff development. Steps FEMA has taken include devel-
oping processes to improve access to training and coaching and creating a plan 
to consistently conduct performance reviews during deployment. We are con-
tinuing to monitor FEMA’s actions to assess the extent to which these actions 
constitute an integrated and cohesive program to develop its workforce and help 
ensure the best results for disaster survivors. 
We have also reported on the importance of employee engagement to achieving 
an agency’s mission.7 Based on the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey, 
FEMA’s measure of employee engagement recently increased.8 In 2019, FEMA’s 
Employee Engagement score was 65.8, placing it sixth out of 15 DHS compo-
nents. That number trended upwards in 2020, to 72.2 in 2020, moving it to 
fourth within DHS and on par with the Government-wide average of 72.4. Fur-
ther, in the survey, 87.6 percent of FEMA employees said they know how their 
work is related to agency goals. FEMA has a critical mission to help people be-
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9 In 2018, FEMA began an investigation into allegations of harassment and misconduct by a 
senior executive within the agency. In 2019, FEMA commissioned a survey from the RAND Cor-
poration to estimate the prevalence of harassment and discrimination. In its 2020 report, the 
RAND Corporation estimated that 29 percent of FEMA employees experienced discrimination 
or harassment related to sex, gender, or race/ethnicity in the previous year. See RAND Corpora-
tion, Harassment and Discrimination on the Basis of Gender and Race/Ethnicity in the FEMA 
Workforce (2020). 

10 GAO, 2017 Disaster Contracting: Actions Needed to Improve the Use of Post-Disaster Con-
tracts to Support Response and Recovery, GAO–19–281 (Washington, DC: April 24, 2019). 

11 GAO, Puerto Rico Hurricanes: Status of FEMA Funding, Oversight, and Recovery Chal-
lenges, GAO–19–256 (Washington, DC: Mar. 14, 2019). 

12 Unlike in the standard Public Assistance program where FEMA will fund the actual cost 
of a project, the Public Assistance alternative procedures allow awards for permanent work 
projects to be made on the basis of fixed cost estimates to provide financial incentives for the 
timely and cost-effective completion of work. This makes the recipient or subrecipient respon-

Continued 

fore, during, and after disasters, and each employee plays a role in achieving 
the agency’s mission. However, the stress of challenges we mentioned today, in-
cluding staffing shortages, coupled with burn-out associated with the increased 
frequency of disasters and an expanded scope of responsibility over time, have 
the potential to negatively affect FEMA employees’ engagement and morale. Ad-
ditionally, in recent years, there have been concerns about FEMA’s workplace 
culture and climate, specifically regarding harassment and discrimination, 
which can affect workforce morale and retention.9 We have on-going work on 
FEMA’s actions to address harassment and discrimination. We expect to report 
these findings in fall 2022. 

Examples of How Workforce Challenges Affect FEMA’s Mission 
Experiences from the 2017 and 2018 disaster seasons highlight the importance of 

continuing to make progress on addressing the long-standing workforce manage-
ment challenges. Such workforce challenges can affect FEMA’s ability to carry out 
its mission. We have reported examples of how these workforce challenges affect 
FEMA’s operations and those FEMA serves, including that: (1) Contracting staff 
shortages exacerbated challenges for recovery efforts (2) Public Assistance programs 
in Puerto Rico faced challenges due to high staff turnover, and (3) low morale and 
inadequate training at call centers decreased the quality of service delivery. 

Contracting staff shortages exacerbated challenges for recovery efforts. In April 
2019, we reported on the Federal Government’s contracting efforts for preparedness, 
response, and recovery efforts related to the 2017 hurricanes and California 
wildfires. We found, among other things, that FEMA experienced contracting staff-
ing shortages, which exacerbated challenges for disaster response and recovery.10 

As we reported in April 2019, FEMA cited that contracting workforce shortages 
severely taxed its contracting processes and personnel. For example, 8 of FEMA’s 
10 regional offices, which cover all U.S. States and territories, had only one perma-
nent full-time contracting official. Regional offices are responsible for managing 
post-disaster contracts, which are awarded after a disaster hits, even if regional pro-
curement staff were not involved in the initial award of those contracts. Post-dis-
aster contracts can last for years after a disaster occurs. 

In that report, we noted that FEMA took some steps to address gaps in its con-
tracting workforce. For example, officials told us they planned to hire additional 
contracting staff; however, it was unclear when these staff would be hired or how 
they would be allocated across FEMA’s Office of the Chief Procurement Officer. Fur-
thermore, we also found that FEMA had not assessed its contracting workforce 
needs since 2014. Without such an assessment, FEMA is at risk of not having a suf-
ficient contracting workforce during a disaster. We recommended that FEMA assess 
its workforce needs—including staffing levels, mission needs, and skill gaps—for 
contracting staff, to include regional offices and Disaster Acquisition Response 
Teams; and develop a plan, including time lines, to address any gaps. FEMA con-
curred with this recommendation. FEMA identified a number of actions it would 
take to address this recommendation including competency modeling for its con-
tracting staff and a workforce analysis to identify skill gaps. As of May 2021, these 
actions were still in progress. 

Public Assistance programs in Puerto Rico faced challenges due to high staff turn-
over. In our March 2019 report on recovery efforts in Puerto Rico, we found that 
workforce capacity constraints were a challenge.11 We reported that both FEMA and 
municipal officials had concerns about FEMA staff turnover and lack of knowledge 
about how the Public Assistance alternative procedures were to be applied in Puerto 
Rico.12 While several municipal officials we spoke to remarked positively on con-
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sible for any project costs that exceed the agreed-upon fixed-cost estimate. However, if actual 
costs are less than the fixed-cost estimate, the recipient or subrecipient may use all or part of 
excess funds for other eligible purposes, such as additional cost-effective hazard mitigation 
measures to increase the resilience of public infrastructure, see 42 U.S.C. § 5189f. For more in-
formation, see GAO–19–256. 

13 During interviews with officials from 10 selected municipalities, officials identified various 
challenges during the course of our discussions. When we reported the number of municipalities 
that identified a particular challenge, this did not necessarily mean that the remaining munici-
palities did not also experience the challenge. It meant that those municipalities did not raise 
the challenge during the course of our interviews. 

14 GAO, Puerto Rico Disaster Recovery: FEMA Actions Needed to Strengthen Project Cost Esti-
mation and Awareness of Program Guidance, GAO–20–221 (Washington, DC: Feb. 5, 2020). 

15 FEMA iteratively developed, refined, and clarified Public Assistance guidance in Puerto Rico 
to respond and adapt to changing recovery conditions since the 2017 hurricanes. 

16 GAO, Disaster Assistance: Additional Actions Needed to Strengthen FEMA’s Individuals and 
Households Program, GAO–20–503 (Washington, DC: Sep. 30, 2020). 

sistent communication with FEMA officials, municipal officials in six municipalities 
we visited cited high levels of turnover among FEMA staff as a challenge with the 
recovery process.13 For example, officials in three municipalities said that disconti-
nuity in FEMA personnel had caused them to have duplicative conversations with 
FEMA. This issue has persisted over time, as we reported in our February 2020 re-
port on continuing disaster recovery efforts in Puerto Rico.14 Municipal and Puerto 
Rico agency officials we spoke to experienced confusion about changing FEMA Pub-
lic Assistance guidance partly due to changing points of contact.15 We reported that 
reliance on Central Office of Recovery, Reconstruction, and Resilience, which was 
created by the Government of Puerto Rico, or individual FEMA staff to deliver and 
distribute FEMA guidance posed a risk that the guidance would not be accessible 
to all partners involved in recovery efforts. FEMA officials acknowledged that they 
faced difficulties in disseminating information in Puerto Rico. We recommended 
FEMA develop a repository for all current applicable Public Assistance policies and 
guidance for Puerto Rico and make it available to all recovery partners. 

In response to this recommendation, FEMA made Public Assistance policies and 
guidance documents accessible to Puerto Rico recovery partners through its internal 
Public Assistance application management system. By doing so, FEMA improved 
the accessibility of information and its assurance that recovery partners are aware 
of current guidance. With real-time access to FEMA’s current applicable guidance, 
there could be less confusion and need for additional requests for clarification. Even 
with improved access to policies and guidance, FEMA employees will continue to be 
an important source of information and support for disaster survivors and local offi-
cials. The local officials’ experiences we previously reported on highlight how 
FEMA’s workforce challenges, including staff turnover, can affect disaster recovery 
efforts. 

Low morale and inadequate training at call centers affected service delivery. 
Other examples of how workforce challenges can affect FEMA’s services include 
challenges with call center employee morale and training. In September 2020, we 
reported that for several years leading up to our reporting, FEMA’s call center 
workforce faced challenges using program guidance to assist survivors and struggled 
with low morale.16 We also reported that following the catastrophic 2017 hurricane 
season, call center staff worked without adequate training, in part due to high dis-
aster activity in 2017 and 2018. The training FEMA provided did not effectively 
support staff in applying guidance to answer survivors’ questions and process cases 
encountered in their work, according to National Processing Service Center staff. In 
addition, Disaster Recovery Centers provide an important resource to survivors who 
do not have electricity or reliable cell phone service, as is often the case following 
a disaster, as well as those who do not regularly use computers. However, the limi-
tations of staff qualifications and capabilities at these locations resulted in missed 
opportunities to help survivors quickly. 

In that report, we also found that opportunities existed to improve employee en-
gagement and morale among National Processing Service Center staff. Staff we 
spoke to consistently cited engagement challenges that undermined morale in all 4 
call center locations. According to National Processing Service Center staff at all 4 
locations, poor employee engagement from their management and supervisors re-
sulted in pressures related to productivity, among other challenges, particularly 
since the 2017 hurricane season generated a high work volume for Individual & 
Households Program call center staff. National Processing Service Center staff in 
all 4 locations stated they felt pressured to meet productivity standards, which con-
flicted with providing quality service to the survivor. 
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We recommended, among other things, that FEMA use desirable characteristics 
of employee engagement—including performance feedback, career development, 
communication, and attention to work-life balance—while completing planned activi-
ties for improving morale among call center staff, assessing staff satisfaction scores, 
and identifying additional steps to strengthen employee morale. We also rec-
ommended that FEMA assess the effectiveness of the staff training for the Individ-
uals & Households Program and implement strategies to ensure staff deployed to 
the Disaster Recovery Centers has the needed capabilities to provide support to sur-
vivors. DHS concurred with our recommendations and has taken steps to address 
them, but has not yet completed planned work, partly due to increased disaster op-
erations and the COVID–19 pandemic. Addressing these recommendations remains 
important, particularly given that FEMA has since established a dedicated call cen-
ter number and staff to the COVID–19 funeral assistance program. 

Thank you, Chairwoman Demings, Chairman Correa, Ranking Members 
Cammack and Meijer, and Members of the subcommittees. This concludes my pre-
pared statement. I would be happy to respond to any questions you may have at 
this time. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much for your testimony. 
The Chair now recognizes Ms. Sims to summarize her statement 
for 5 minutes. 

STATEMENT OF CARRA S. SIMS, SENIOR BEHAVIORAL AND 
SOCIAL SCIENTIST, THE RAND CORPORATION 

Ms. SIMS. Thank you, Chairman and Chairwoman, Ranking 
Members of the subcommittees for allowing me to testify today. I 
am a principal investigator and author of a study published in De-
cember 2020 on the prevalence and characteristics of civil rights 
violations at FEMA. First, I am going to tell you a little bit about 
the history of the study. Next, I will share some results. Finally, 
I will highlight some of our recommendations. 

In 2018, FEMA executed an internal investigation into sexual 
harassment and misconduct in its senior leadership ranks. Unlike 
most organizations confronted with these issues, FEMA leaders 
chose to openly discuss and address the problems. As part of that, 
they reached out to us to provide an independent and objective as-
sessment across the organization about the overall prevalence and 
characteristics of harassment and discrimination at FEMA. 

Working with FEMA, we decided to focus on two classes of civil 
rights violation that we and they felt were likely to be most com-
mon. First, harassment and discrimination on the basis of sex and 
gender. Second, harassment and discrimination on the basis of 
race/ethnicity. I use the term civil rights violation to apply to both. 
Now, I will review three main findings, though you can find more 
detailed results in the written testimony and, of course, in the writ-
ten report. 

First, we found civil rights violations affected many employees in 
the FEMA work force. Almost one-third of employees categorized as 
having experienced at least one gender-based or race/ethnicity- 
based civil rights violation in the previous year. Women were more 
likely to experience these than were men. Groups such as African 
American employees experienced these more frequently as well. 
Rates of civil rights violations varied across offices as you can see 
in Figure 2 of my written testimony. 

Second, we also examined perceptions about key leadership, key 
leaders that play a critical role in overall workplace climate for 
gender-based and race/ethnicity-based harassment. As well as look-
ing at climate or general workplace instability. As an example of 
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a key leadership behavior, it is a legal requirement that super-
visors forward reports to them to an appropriate authority. How-
ever, about one-fourth of women were not sure that their super-
visors would report sexual harassment to the right FEMA author-
ity. About one-fourth of African American employees felt similarly 
with regard to how their supervisors would handle a racial/ethnic 
harassment complaint. About 40 percent of women and African 
American employees expressed similar sentiments about FEMA 
senior leaders. In general, men had more positive perceptions of 
the work environment at FEMA than women did. In addition, 
White and Hispanic employees had more positive perceptions of the 
work environment than did African American employees. This sug-
gests FEMA employees perceive discrepancies in the leadership en-
forcement of workplace norms for professional behavior. 

Third, employees’ concerns are also reflected in the actions that 
employees took after experiencing a civil rights violation. FEMA 
employees did not always report the incident, not to an official 
channel. Top barriers to reporting included that the employee did 
not think anything would be done and they wanted to forget about 
it and move on. Most FEMA employees who reported discrimina-
tion, were not satisfied with FEMA’s response, possibly due to the 
actions taken or not. In fact, about 40 percent of those having re-
ported discrimination were encouraged to just drop the issue. Of 
those who reported harassment, one-fourth or more indicated hav-
ing been subject to some form of retaliation, which is itself illegal, 
as did more than one-third who reported discrimination. 

If FEMA employees are to trust the system in which they report 
these negative workplace experiences, then accountability and 
transparency at all levels of leadership is essential. Finally, I will 
discuss a few of our recommendations. We suggested FEMA explore 
differences in climate between offices that had low and high rates 
of civil rights violations. We also suggested they increase account-
ability and transparency in dealing with violations and ensure that 
leaders at all levels understand how best to do so. We suggested 
they continue monitoring harassment and discrimination in the 
work force. Evidence that harassment and discrimination exists 
within their walls is unwelcomed to organizations unwilling to do 
the work to improve their workplace environment for their employ-
ees. 

FEMA is the only organization, to our knowledge, to confront 
such evidence voluntarily and publicly. This effort offers the oppor-
tunity to move the evidence-based needle not just for FEMA, but 
also more broadly for other organizations on appropriate interven-
tions to reduce and prevent harassment and discrimination. Con-
gressional support for such efforts is critical. Thank you, again, for 
the opportunity to appear before you today about this important 
subject. I look forward to your questions. 

[The prepared statement of Ms. Sims follows:] 
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1 The opinions and conclusions expressed in this testimony are the author’s alone and should 
not be interpreted as representing those of the RAND Corporation or any of the sponsors of its 
research. 

2 The RAND Corporation is a research organization that develops solutions to public policy 
challenges to help make communities throughout the world safer and more secure, healthier and 
more prosperous. RAND is nonprofit, nonpartisan, and committed to the public interest. RAND’s 
mission is enabled through its core values of quality and objectivity and its commitment to in-
tegrity and ethical behavior. RAND subjects its research publications to a robust and exacting 
quality-assurance process; avoids financial and other conflicts of interest through staff training, 
project screening, and a policy of mandatory disclosure; and pursues transparency through the 
open publication of research findings and recommendations, disclosure of the source of funding 
of published research, and policies to ensure intellectual independence. This testimony is not 
a research publication, but witnesses affiliated with RAND routinely draw on relevant research 
conducted in the organization. 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF CARRA S. SIMS 1 2 

JANUARY 20, 2022 

Thank you Chairwoman Demings and Chairman Correa and Ranking Members 
Cammack and Meijer for allowing me to testify before this joint hearing of your sub-
committees today. I am Carra Sims, a senior behavioral and social scientist with 
the nonprofit, nonpartisan RAND Corporation and principal investigator and author 
of a study published in December 2020 on the prevalence and characteristics of sex-
ual harassment, gender discrimination, racial/ethnic harassment, and racial/ethnic 
discrimination at the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). 

In 2018, FEMA executed an internal investigation into sexual harassment and 
misconduct in its senior leadership ranks. However, very unusually, they did not 
stop there. Unlike most organizations confronted with these issues, FEMA leaders 
chose to openly discuss and address the problems. As part of this effort, they 
reached out to the Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center (HSOAC)— 
which is operated by RAND for the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)—to 
provide an independent and objective assessment across the organization of both the 
overall prevalence and the characteristics of harassment and discrimination at 
FEMA. 

We found that civil rights violations had affected many employees in the FEMA 
workforce. Twenty percent of employees categorized as having experienced a gender- 
based/sexual civil rights violation, and 18.4 percent of employees categorized as hav-
ing experienced a violation on the basis of race/ethnicity in the year prior to the sur-
vey. The risk of experiencing such a violation varied across FEMA offices, and em-
ployee perceptions of leadership behaviors that set a climate for harassment and ci-
vility varied by demographic group. Employees’ actions after experiencing a civil 
rights violation reflect these perceptions; many did not report their concerns for-
mally and for those that did, though some experienced a positive result, a substan-
tial minority did not. 

In light of these findings, we recommended that the agency: 
1. explore differences in culture and climate between offices that had low rates 
of civil rights violations and those with higher rates 
2. explore interventions with leaders at all levels to ensure that leaders under-
stand how best to handle harassment and understand their responsibility to ad-
dress it 
3. reduce barriers to reporting 
4. increase accountability and transparency in dealing with harassment and dis-
crimination reports at all levels of leadership 
5. continue monitoring harassment and discrimination in the workforce. 

Now I’d like to go into a bit more detail about the study and its findings as I 
think the subcommittees might find the information helpful. 

THE STUDY AND FINDINGS 

After FEMA’s 2018 internal investigation into sexual harassment and misconduct, 
FEMA leaders chose to openly discuss the problems and the need to develop and 
maintain a workplace in which all employees are treated with professionalism and 
respect. Although FEMA’s investigation provided insights into the culture and mis-
conduct in one FEMA office, it was not designed to provide a comprehensive account 
of harassment and discrimination across the organization; that was HSOAC’s task. 

Working with FEMA,we prioritized key areas of focus for a survey that would pro-
vide them with an objective assessment of prevalence. 
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3 We used behaviorally-based survey measures to estimate the percentage of FEMA employees 
who had experienced at least one civil rights violation in the preceding year. These measures 
of harassment and discrimination first documented inappropriate workplace behaviors, followed 
by (where applicable) an assessment of additional legal requirements necessary for these experi-
ences to rise to the level of civil rights violations. We categorized an employee as having experi-
enced a civil rights violation if their survey answers indicated that someone from work had en-
gaged in (1) harassing behavior that offended the respondent and was either persistent or severe 
or (2) behavior perceived as discriminatory that caused a workplace harm. This classification 
treats the survey respondents’ answers as accurate. An independent investigation of the experi-
ences described by respondents could discover that some people had experienced civil rights vio-
lations even though we had not classified them as having had one, while some people whom 
we classified as having experienced violations did not. 

4 M.G. Ehrhart, B. Schneider, and W.H. Macey, Organizational Climate and Culture: An Intro-
duction to Theory, Research, and Practice, New York: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2014. 

5 C.L. Hulin, L.F. Fitzgerald, and F. Drasgow, ‘‘Organizational Influences on Sexual Harass-
ment,’’ in M.S. Stockdale, ed., Sexual Harassment in the Workplace: Perspectives, Frontiers, and 
Response Strategies, Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, Inc., 1996, pp. 127–150. 

We decided to focus on two classes of civil rights violation: First, harassment and 
discrimination on the basis of sex/gender, given the origin of the survey effort, and 
second, harassment and discrimination on the basis of race/ethnicity. 

We did not want to use a lengthy survey that included every possible workplace 
problem because it might not be answered thoroughly and carefully, leading to bi-
ased results. Race/ethnicity was selected because both we and FEMA hypothesized 
that it would be the second-most common form of discrimination in the workplace, 
with gender-based concerns being the most common.3 We intended to provide a 
more complete description of the types of civil rights violations experienced by 
FEMA employees. (Civil rights violation is an umbrella term that includes harass-
ment and discrimination on the basis of membership in any protected class.) 

We also focused on perceptions of leadership climate for gender-based and race/ 
ethnicity-based harassment, assessing perceptions of leadership behaviors. Such be-
haviors play a critical role in establishing and maintaining climate.4 

We used multiple survey items to ensure that we covered key aspects of harass-
ment climate. These key aspects included employees’ perceptions related to the risk 
of making a complaint, perceptions of possible sanctions for the perpetrator, and 
perceptions that their concerns would be taken seriously.5 We assessed both percep-
tions of severe behaviors and examples of experiences that happen frequently and 
are sometimes considered less severe. We measured climate at two levels: The im-
mediate supervisor and FEMA senior leadership. Finally, we examined general 
workplace incivility, which is low-intensity, deviant behavior that is not specifically 
directed at a protected class of employee but speaks to workplace climate. 

HSOAC fielded this survey in April and May 2019. Of the 21,982 FEMA per-
sonnel invited to participate, 8,946 responded (a 44.9-percent response rate). These 
responses were weighted to represent the FEMA population. 

Overall, civil rights violations affected many employees in the FEMA workforce, 
with 20.0 percent of employees categorized as having experienced a gender-based/ 
sexual civil rights violation; women were more likely to experience a civil rights vio-
lation (26 percent) than were men (14 percent). 

As shown in Figure S.1, 18.4 percent of employees were categorized as having ex-
perienced a violation on the basis of race/ethnicity in the past year. 
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Based on the 2019 survey, we estimated that about one in three FEMA employees 
experienced at least one gender-based/sexual or race/ethnicity-based civil rights vio-
lation in the preceding year. 

Risk Varies By Office 
Rates of civil rights violations varied across offices. For example, women in Mis-

sion Support and the Office of the Chief Financial Officer were less likely to be cat-
egorized as having experienced gender-based/sexual harassment than women in 
other offices. Similarly, the estimated rate of racial/ethnic harassment was lower in 
Mission Support and in the Office of the Chief Financial Officer than in other of-
fices. Figure 2 shows one of these findings. 

SOME EMPLOYEES MISTRUST LEADERSHIP, AND PERCEPTIONS OF WORK ENVIRONMENT 
VARY 

Findings from our climate assessment suggest some areas of concern. Despite the 
majority of FEMA employees saying that leaders would respond appropriately to 
harassing behaviors, a fairly substantial proportion perceived leadership behaviors 
as neutral at best and perhaps actively harmful. FEMA employees’ perceptions of 
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6 One important issue to consider when exploring why someone does or does not report harass-
ment or discrimination is whether the victim considers the experience to be something worth 
reporting. This judgment often hinges on whether the victim labels the experience as harass-
ment or as discrimination. It is not uncommon for people who describe experiences on a survey 
that are classified as harassment or discrimination to not label these experiences as civil rights 
violations—that is, not to consider their experiences as harassment or discrimination on the 
basis of a protected class. Most lay people are not familiar with laws surrounding Title VII or 
equal employment opportunity law and related regulations, and, although they might view their 
experiences as problematic, they were unlikely to be able to label them as civil rights violations 
(L.F. Fitzgerald, S. Swan, and K. Fischer, ‘‘Why Didn’t She Just Report Him? The Psychological 
and Legal Implications of Women’s Responses to Sexual Harassment,’’ Journal of Social Issues, 
Vol. 51, No. 1, 1995, pp. 117–138.). 

their direct supervisors’ responses to sexual and racial/ethnic harassment were con-
sistently more positive than their perceptions of senior-level FEMA leaders’ re-
sponses. 

For example, 24 percent of women indicated that they were neutral about, dis-
agreed with, or strongly disagreed with a statement that their supervisors would 
report sexual harassment to the right FEMA authority, while approximately 28 per-
cent of African-American employees had similar opinions about how their super-
visors would handle racial/ethnic harassment. Approximately 40 percent of women 
and 40 percent of African-American employees expressed similar sentiments about 
senior leaders. Figure 3 shows these results. 

In general, men had more positive perceptions of the work environment at FEMA 
than women did. This was true for perceptions of their supervisors, FEMA leader 
response to sexual harassment, and the general work environment climate. 

In addition, African-American employees tended to have less-positive perceptions 
of the climate for racial/ethnic harassment and the general work environment cli-
mate than White or Hispanic employees had. 

To the extent that enforcement of workplace norms for civility and professional 
behavior relies on strong, consistent, and unambiguous support for appropriate 
norms, this suggests that FEMA employees perceive discrepancies. 
Reporting Decisions Suggest That Barriers Exist 

FEMA employees’ concerns are reflected in the actions that they took after a civil 
rights violation. Only one-third to one-half of FEMA employees who had experiences 
consistent with harassment or discrimination in the preceding year had reported the 
incident to a supervisor or manager or through another official channel (see Figure 
4).6 The top three barriers to reporting were that the employee ‘‘did not think any-
thing would be done’’ about it, wanting to ‘‘forget about it and move on,’’ and fearing 
being ‘‘labeled as a troublemaker.’’ 
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7 This is the case not only with measurement of harassment and discrimination but also with 
other measures that do not use the same items. 

Many of the common barriers to reporting can be alleviated by ensuring that lead-
ership at all levels knows what to do with a report and has the tools at hand to 
take action. Supervisors should also be held accountable for dealing with concerns 
of retaliation. Including an evaluation of how supervisors handle these issues as 
part of the performance review cycle is one possibility; it is unclear whether this 
is already a consistent part of that process at FEMA. 

Most FEMA employees who reported discrimination felt either neutral or dissatis-
fied with FEMA’s response. This result could be related to the actions taken in re-
sponse to the report: About 40 percent of those having reported gender (40.0 per-
cent) or racial/ethnic discrimination (42.1 percent) were encouraged to drop the 
issue, and 39.6 percent of those who reported gender discrimination and 34.2 per-
cent of those who reported racial/ethnic discrimination indicated that the person 
that they told had taken no action to improve the situation. 

Employees also noted frequent retaliation. Of those who reported harassment, 20 
percent or more indicated having been subject to some form of retaliation. Of those 
who reported discrimination, 35 percent or more indicated having been subject to 
retaliation. 

If FEMA employees are to trust the system through which they must report nega-
tive workplace behaviors, then accountability and transparency at all levels of lead-
ership should be increased so that employees have some sense that action will be 
taken to protect them from further negative workplace experiences. 
Continue Monitoring Harassment and Discrimination in the Workforce 

This study provides a baseline of workplace harassment and discrimination at 
FEMA. Refielding the survey every 2 or 4 years would allow FEMA leadership to 
track the prevalence of civil rights violations in the workforce over time and would 
provide an objective measure of the effectiveness of any policy changes and preven-
tion efforts. 

CONCLUSION 

The data from this survey has few comparators. Measures of violations are not 
the same across organizations, which makes direct comparisons with other organiza-
tions difficult. Differences in civil rights violation rates could be caused by a genuine 
difference in the prevalence of violations, or they could simply be a consequence of 
different measurement strategies.7 

Moreover, organizations that are not required to measure the prevalence of viola-
tions are unlikely to do so, and they are even less likely to report their findings. 
Other than the military, which is required by law to assess the prevalence of these 
types of experiences, organizations that assess violations tend to be required to do 
so as part of the evidence-gathering process for a class-action lawsuit. 

Evidence that harassment and discrimination exist is unwelcome to organizations 
unwilling to do the work to create better working environments for their employees. 
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8 See, e.g., evidence presented in C.R. Feldblum and V.A. Lipnic, Select Task Force on Harass-
ment in the Workplace, Washington, DC: U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 
2016; and National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Sexual Harassment of 
Women: Climate, Culture, and Consequences in Academic Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2018. 

FEMA is the only organization, to our knowledge, to confront such evidence volun-
tarily and publicly, demonstrating the agency’s commitment to face issues head-on 
and work to improve. This effort highlights FEMA’s commitment to transparency to 
the public and to its employees as it tackles these issues. It also offers the oppor-
tunity to advance the study of harassment and discrimination in the workplace and 
help solve issues elsewhere. 

Changing organizational culture and climate is no easy task, and prescriptions for 
how to do so tend to be so vague as to not be useful. A comprehensive and holistic 
set of interventions that incentivize professional and respectful workplace behavior 
could help leaders prevent and effectively address negative behaviors in the FEMA 
work environment. One vital component in organizational change, however, is meas-
urement of the problem. Supporting organizations that measure transparently and 
share their findings helps establish an evidence basis for other organizations that 
wish to alleviate issues of harassment and discrimination in the workplace. Given 
the relative lack of comparators and empirical guidance,8 organizations that engage 
in interventions and report results are standard-bearers whose transparency can 
help society change for the better. FEMA now has an empirical estimate of the prev-
alence of gender-based/sexual and race/ethnicity-based harassment and discrimina-
tion to serve as a yardstick against which to measure change efforts. 

Chairwoman, Chairman, and Ranking Members, thank you again for the oppor-
tunity to appear before you today about this important subject. I look forward to 
answering your questions. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much for your testimony 
and thank you to all of the witnesses. I will remind the subcommit-
tees that we will each have 5 minutes to question the panel. I will 
now recognize myself for questions and I appreciate the panel’s in-
dulgence as we are in the middle of votes. 

This question is for all of you. FEMA’s work force has supported 
the Federal Government’s response to a growing number of obliga-
tions, including numerous record-breaking disasters, Operation Al-
lies Welcome, and the COVID–19 response. Just last week, FEMA 
was tasked with additional responsibilities in the on-going fight 
against COVID–19, including creating new testing sites and assess-
ing National hospital bed capacity. FEMA’s ever-increasing work-
load has caused a significant strain on the work force, resulting in 
employees leaving the agency at increased rates. What would you 
say FEMA can do or Congress can do to help prevent burn-out in 
the work force? Mr. Fugate, I will start with you. 

Mr. FUGATE. Well, you know, part of the question is with all of 
these other things coming in, is this really FEMA’s job? My answer 
is, yes. You created FEMA not just to respond to natural hazards. 
FEMA was created to respond to disasters that require the capa-
bilities that FEMA has been blessed with, with the funding and ca-
pabilities that you have given them. So, the question is: Should you 
take things away from FEMA? I think that is the wrong answer. 

I think the better answer is how do we make sure FEMA has the 
work force required to do this? They lean heavily on the ability to 
fund out of the Stafford Act, the Reservists, and their CORE, which 
are their full-time not permanent employees that are termed em-
ployees that they use in disaster response. But I would also go back 
and look at your career base. FEMA has not substantially grown 
since Hurricane Katrina, yet the workload has been growing quite 
rapidly. So, it is always a touchy issue when you talk about grow-
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ing the work force, you need more people. The reality is FEMA is 
going to need to look at staffing requirements going forward with 
the mission set to frequency of disasters in the career work force. 
Balance that with the funding from the Stafford Act employees 
that are the CORE and the Reservists and making the Reservists 
more practical as a retention function, again, going back to the 
benefits. As the GAO pointed out, and I tried to do this and found 
out I couldn’t do this, is how do you train them when they are not 
deployed to a disaster? Because they are paid by disaster, not out 
of a general fund that could be used for all of those points. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much. Mr. Currie. 
Mr. CURRIE. I mean, I agree with a lot of what has been said. 

But I think it actually, some of this is a good thing for FEMA be-
cause they are reliable. The reason they get asked to do so much 
is because they have the authority, the funding, the relationships 
in the State and local level to execute logistics like in the pandemic 
response. Next to the military, there is nobody better. So, in many 
ways it is a good thing because it means their response function 
is working pretty well. But I think the bottom line is that the work 
force structure has not been transformed and evolved to fit what 
we are asking them to do right now. 

But I also think there are multiple sides to this. I mean, there 
is the hiring and the flexibilities piece of like what do we need? 
Then how do we get what we need and how does it need to func-
tion? But internally too, you mentioned the retention issue. It is 
just as important, you know, if we are going to hire 6,000 in the 
last few years like they had, the internal functioning better work 
pretty well too. Or else you are not going to retain these people. 
It doesn’t matter if you hire 6,000 people if you lose 3,000 of them. 

So, I think we have to look at all of it. That is why I think there 
needs to be a more holistic transformation effort looked at in this 
regard and figure out, you know, what maybe legislative changes 
might be needed. What can FEMA do on its own? Maybe there are 
special authorities similar to what has been done in the past with 
the National Guard or the military reserves that can be done to 
help some of these training and deployment challenges that we 
face. So, I think that, you know, it has got to be a multi-faceted 
approach. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Ms. Sims? Yes, Ms. Sims. 
Ms. SIMS. Hi. I will agree to the holistic approach. I had a pretty 

specific study but, you know, making sure the backend harassment 
and discrimination have been linked to retention. So, you know, al-
leviating these kinds of workplace challenges also helps keep your 
work force intact. I see we are running out of time, so. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you all so much. I will now go to 
the gentlewoman from Iowa, Mrs. Miller-Meeks, for 5 minutes. 

Mrs. MILLER-MEEKS. Thank you, Chair Demings. This is a ques-
tion for Mr. Fugate and Mr. Currie. From responding to disasters 
and the COVID–19 pandemic to assisting with UACs along the bor-
der and assisting in the resettlement of Afghan refugees, FEMA 
has a number of competing priorities. How are these competing and 
added responsibilities affecting the FEMA work force? 

Mr. FUGATE. Ma’am, I will start first. Again, when you look at 
all the things that FEMA is doing, the one that takes the most peo-
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ple is responding to disasters. That is the bulk of the work force. 
What FEMA is doing in the coordination of the COVID is less 
about deploying people but using headquarters and regional func-
tions to coordinate that and coordinate other agency staff. FEMA 
is not actually sending their people into hospitals. They are coordi-
nating HHS and other resources on behalf of the Governors. That 
is something they are built and set up to do. 

Again, when I was in FEMA, we dealt with the Southwest Bor-
der. We were given the mission by the White House to do the unac-
companied children. It was a skill set we had because it was mass 
care taking care of children. So, while those seem to be very large 
operations, it turned out that in an organization of almost 20,000, 
what you will find is it is a task, but it is not overwhelming. The 
bulk of the large force of FEMA is actually tied up in responding 
to and more importantly, what was pointed out, is the recovery 
from disasters for years. Thank you. 

Mrs. MILLER-MEEKS. Mr. Currie. 
Mr. CURRIE. Sure, thank you. If I remember right, from talking 

to you before, I believe you come from a public health background, 
right? So, I will use the COVID example with FEMA. So, some-
thing that was never envisioned 3 or 4 years ago with a pandemic 
like this is that we would have, you know, almost 60 Federally-de-
clared disasters across the States, territories, Tribes for a public 
health emergency. So, just in that alone, FEMA is processing—I 
don’t have an exact number, but the last one I have seen is, you 
know, well over 30, maybe 40,000 grantees for the pandemic just 
on grant reimbursements alone for PPE, COVID costs, schools, you 
name it. So, you add that on top of what I said before, which is 
like almost 1,000 prior disaster recovery declarations where they 
are still processing public assistance claims, the grants. That alone 
is just astronomical. 

I actually don’t think the Afghan and the border tasking, that is 
more the response side of the house. They deploy quickly. They use 
their resources. They get out. I think what we see is this long tail 
on recovery and processing projects. By the way, this is probably 
what you hear most frustration about at the State and local level 
is, you know, where is my grant money? Where is my reimburse-
ments? Why are we fighting over this? But this is what the major-
ity of the workload there is dealing with. I don’t think there is a 
clear understanding, as Mr. Fugate said this up-front, that what 
they are actually doing outside of just the immediate response, is 
not quite, I think, what people think. 

Mrs. MILLER-MEEKS. Yes, and I thank you for that. You are cor-
rect, Mr. Currie, I am a physician, a military veteran, and I do 
come from a public health background as a State director. I found 
it unusual to have put FEMA in charge of vaccine and vaccine clin-
ics. They don’t have medical personnel. I can tell you my local pub-
lic health agencies with whom I am in contact with, and I did vac-
cine clinics in all 24 counties, that, you know, they have the where-
withal and the knowledge to have been able to have done that and 
to have done that effectively without increased burden and costs to 
FEMA. 

I also find it interesting and I am not sure how you all feel about 
it, but in processing, when I went to Quantico and learned about 
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the processing of Afghan refugees, all of the Afghan refugees get 
vaccinations for all childhood immunizations. They are COVID–19 
tested and then they are offered the COVID–19 vaccine, but it is 
not mandatory. But yet, on our Southern Border, as you are proc-
essing and being required to help process people on the Southern 
Border, there is no COVID–19 testing. So, I am not sure if you feel, 
that the CBP feel, that they are put at risk that your agents are 
also put at risk in helping to manage those coming in our country 
either through Afghanistan or through the Southern Border. It is 
OK, you don’t need to respond. Thank you, Madam Chair, I yield 
back. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. The gentlewoman yields back. The Chair 
now recognizes the Chair of the Subcommittee on Oversight, Man-
agement, and Accountability, the gentleman from California, Mr. 
Correa, for 5 minutes. 

Chairman CORREA. Madam Chair, thank you very much. I want 
to thank our witnesses. Some excellent presentations. You know, I 
think of FEMA, I think of other Government agencies, esprit de 
corps, just serving because they believe in the mission. They be-
lieve in service for our country. They believe in saving people, res-
cuing people in the most dark time of crisis. They are veterans. 
You have a lot of veterans that join FEMA. You have a lot of serv-
ice corps individuals. So, you have, I would say, a very envious 
work force that are there because they believe. So, given the chal-
lenges that you have, which you are overextended, multi-missioned. 
Sometimes you get controversy. Again, I just heard a minute ago 
that the locals just want to get their grants and please move on. 
But if you got a worker, he or she, coming in there with the best 
intentions, then they experience civil right violations, sexual har-
assment, it kind-of makes things a little difficult. 

So, my question, and this is a general one for all of you. You can 
be brief in your answer, given that I only have a few moments 
here. What can we do to assure those individuals that are victim-
ized that once they, you know, essentially blow the whistle, and 
turn somebody over, how can we make sure that those violators, 
those offenders are held accountable for their action? How can we 
give the incentive to let folks know if somebody wrongs you in this 
great gold-plated FEMA agency, we are going to take of you? 
Thank you. 

Mr. FUGATE. Well, this is Craig. I think you really need to ask 
this of FEMA Administrator Criswell because I think she has 
taken the RAND study. She has implemented an action plan. She 
is doing things that I think get to your issue. They are publishing 
in their weekly newsletter to their employees those sexual harass-
ment cases that are being disciplined. That has never been done 
before. Again, I think they are trying to bring a level of trans-
parency that has never been done before. This won’t be cured over-
night. But the steps they are taking are concrete. They have asked 
RAND to come back and do multiple surveys. Not just do one and 
done. But to see if these steps they are taking is changing that cul-
ture so they can continue that feedback loop of making sure that 
when you come to FEMA, you are there to do your job, not deal 
with, as you point out, sir, the other issues, the harassment, just 
a lot of stuff that is just not tolerated in the organization. I think 
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the administrator has made that clear from her first day. Her ap-
proach to that is going to be very hands-on and very transparent. 

Chairman CORREA. Thank you. 
Ms. SIMS. Based on the recommendations from our study, we did 

say increasing accountability and transparency and make sure 
leadership at all levels, including those who are deployed, as we 
have heard, may not have the training that they need necessarily 
to begin to start. Make sure they have the training so that they 
know how to handle these kinds of things so that they can address 
them when they happen. FEMA I do think is doing a rolling-out 
the plan and implementing it over time. That is what it will take. 
It is simple, but it is not easy. It is something that will take a 
while. 

Chairman CORREA. Usually, the simplest solutions are the tough-
est ones to implement. They are usually the most effective. Mr. 
Currie. 

Mr. CURRIE. Yes, this requires cultural change, which takes time. 
But there are building blocks to cultural change. I mean, I have 
been encouraged to see some of the things that have happened re-
cently. I agree that the way you solve this is not by burying it. 
They have been very transparent, very open, which is a very hum-
ble approach to this, which is necessary. But there is also very spe-
cific EEOC best practices that we have seen across Government 
that are done. For instance, they set up the Office of Professional 
Responsibility, which reports to the administrator. They are neu-
tral. They are sort-of a third party within the agency. That was 
done to set up transparency and legitimacy to these harassment re-
views. So, people don’t see them as influenced by other managers. 

So, there are lots of pieces to this. I think they are doing all the 
right things. We are just, you know, we are looking at it right now 
and I think we are just going to have to see what the impact of 
this is, you know, year 1 or 2 after these changes have been made. 

Chairman CORREA. Let me just add that I think you are right, 
it is a cultural societal issue. It is not only one at FEMA, but I 
think society as a whole. We are trying to get there. So, all of us 
are working together. But again, our offer, as the Chair has said, 
if you need any help from us legislatively, please let us know. 
Thank you very much. Madam Chair, with that, I yield. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. The gentleman yields back. The Chair 
now recognizes the gentleman from New Jersey, Mr. Payne, for 5 
minutes. 

Mr. PAYNE. Am I muted? 
Chairwoman DEMINGS. We can hear you. Mr. Payne? 
Mr. PAYNE. Is that better? There we go. 
Chairwoman DEMINGS. Yes. We can hear you. 
Mr. PAYNE. OK, thank you. Good morning, Mr. Fugate. It is good 

to see you again, been a little while. Let’s see. In 2020, GAO re-
leased a report that discussed FEMA’s staffing shortages in 2017 
and 2018. A period when multiple hurricanes made landfall in less 
than a month. At the time, FEMA has to redeploy personnel from 
one disaster to the next. Mr. Fugate and Mr. Currie, what impact 
do these redeployments and lack of staffing have on FEMA’s ability 
to carry out its mission? What impact does this have on employee 
morale and performance? 
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Mr. FUGATE. Well, I will start and it is good to see you, Congress-
man. When you looked at what FEMA had to do in 2017, with the 
3 major hurricanes, and again in 2018, I was very familiar with 
that all the way back in Florida where I got hit by 4 hurricanes 
in one season. So, I know this from the local and State perspective, 
as well as the Federal perspective. You are always going to go and 
focus on the immediate response, life safety, the needs of the pub-
lic, the individual assistance programs. Those get the highest pri-
ority, which means you are going to pull people from the recovery. 
So, what it does is it delays communities from recovering. It delays 
the funding that FEMA provides for communities to rebuild. It re-
sults in local governments and States having to borrow money be-
cause they can’t get reimbursed fast enough. I know in Florida I 
talked to officials from Monroe County that were having to borrow 
money to pay for Hurricane Irma response because it took too long 
to reimburse for debris. 

So, it really is FEMA taking what they have. It is always focused 
on life safety, the individual assistance, and immediate response at 
the expense of the recovery, which both cost the local communities, 
but ultimately the Federal taxpayer more money in overhead, ad-
ministrative costs, mistakes, and delays, and recovery. 

Mr. PAYNE. And the morale? 
Mr. FUGATE. You know, again, I think the morale piece is when 

you can’t get breaks. When you are just doing serial response and 
the same people are getting called out. I think that is one of the 
things Administrator Criswell on her first day when she talked to 
folks and said, look, we are busy, but when we can get down time, 
I want people to take some down time. We don’t have to be at work 
every day, if you have that ability. The problem is, is disasters dic-
tate that. 

Another interesting thing is what I found in FEMA, and this was 
kind-of a number I was always fascinated with, we lost more peo-
ple in the first 3 years of their employment at FEMA than at any 
other time frame. I am thinking a lot of it came about because they 
were there for the response phase. They didn’t necessarily realize 
they had signed up for a grant phase of long-term recovery of sit-
ting in offices processing paperwork. That wasn’t what they 
thought they were signing up for. So, I think—— 

Mr. PAYNE. Got you. 
Mr. FUGATE [continuing]. That is another challenge they face. 
Mr. PAYNE. OK, thank you. Mr. Currie? 
Mr. CURRIE. Yes, I mean, it is not just about numbers, Congress-

man Payne. I mean, if it was just about numbers, I think they 
would be doing pretty well. You know, they have hired what, 6,000 
people over the last 5 years. They have got 22,000 people sort-of 
on staff. But I think there is a misconception that they are just all 
those people are waiting around for a disaster to happen then they 
deploy everyone. The truth is is that most of that work force is al-
ready committed to something else in one of those prior 1,000 dis-
aster recoveries that are still going on. So, at any given time, they 
might have, you know, 30 to 40 percent of their work force actually 
able to be deployed when something actually happens. 

So, it is not just things that are going to happen in the future. 
It is all the cumulative things that are still going on from the past, 
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and then you add on that what happened like in 2017, when you 
had 3 sequential hurricanes and the huge wildfires in the West. 
Then you are overwhelmed because you really only started with 
having 30 to 40 percent of your work force available. 

So, I think we have got to figure something out where, you know, 
we are able to scale-up for those kind of situations in a much better 
way. I think it is the process issue of like what are all those people 
working on from past disaster recoveries? The grants, the paper-
work, you know, there has got to be a way to streamline that so 
we can focus folks on what we want them to really be focused on. 

Mr. PAYNE. Thank you. Madam Chair, I will yield back. Thank 
you. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much. The gentleman 
yields back. I am going to recognize myself for additional questions. 
Mr. Currie, after Hurricane Maria hit Puerto Rico in 2017, one rea-
son for the delays in disaster assistance was an insufficient number 
of bilingual FEMA employees. FEMA’s guidance required all com-
munications to be in Spanish, yet the agency did not have enough 
emergency responders who could meet the requirement. So, could 
you talk a little bit and I know everybody probably can clearly un-
derstand how important the cultural competency is to having an 
appropriate response, but just talk about some of the challenges in 
recruiting a bilingual work force. 

Mr. CURRIE. It is a great question. The situation in Puerto Rico 
was so extreme just because of the bilingual needs there and the 
size of that disaster. So, there is no doubt they didn’t have the ca-
pacity they needed to handle something like that when it hap-
pened. One of the things FEMA does is they, you know, they try 
to hire locally under the Stafford Act to address these challenges 
when they come up. They did that in Puerto Rico. They hired thou-
sands of local folks, you know, for these missions. That is great to 
address this need. But the other challenge is is that these folks 
have no experience with FEMA programs or, you know, in some 
cases, emergency management. 

So, you know, there are ways to try to address this challenge to 
help the linguistics issue. But it is also hard to just have, you 
know, a work force kind-of sitting around ready for any contin-
gency that might happen. You know, in this country we have so 
many languages spoken. So, depending on where the disaster hits, 
it is really difficult to do that. So, again, it is this issue of are we 
ready to scale up or scale down when this is needed? There may 
be other things to look at besides only hiring folks that speak 
Spanish or other languages. Maybe there are other resources they 
could bring in from other agencies or partnerships where they can 
scale up when it is necessary. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Yes, thank you so much for that. You are 
correct, there are so many languages in our country, which is a 
beautiful thing. But I do think that Spanish is one of those preva-
lent languages in our country. Mr. Fugate, anything you would like 
to add to that? 

Mr. FUGATE. Well, again, in Florida, we face language issues. It 
is not only Spanish. We have Creole languages. In New York City 
when we were dealing Superstorm Sandy, we had literally dozens 
of major languages that we were having to deal with. So, again, 
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what GAO says, we would hire local people to act as translators. 
It gives us several things. No. 1, they know the communities, they 
know the neighborhoods, they know a lot of the underlying issues. 
I think this is why a big part of what I pushed at FEMA was al-
ways hire local and buy local as much as you can to help the local 
economy. 

I wouldn’t expect the new hires in Puerto Rico to run the pro-
grams. What I would expect them to do is to be partnered with 
somebody at FEMA who knew the programs to then integrate that 
with the local officials, act as the translators. But also give them 
a better understanding of the context of what they are dealing 
with. I have always found that local people understand issues in 
a way that somebody coming from outside of that community just 
never grasp. So, that is why I put it a big premium. But it has got 
to be done in a way that it is subject-matter experts tied with that 
local hire to be effective. It can’t just be a hire the local person and 
turn them loose and expect the programs to be administered. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Do either of you know of any adjustments 
that were made? Mr. Currie, you are absolutely correct. Puerto 
Rico did provide some unique challenges. I had an opportunity to 
visit the island in 2017, with a Congressional delegation. You 
know, once you experience the challenges in terms of the language 
barriers, the lack of bilingual employees, were there any adjust-
ments that were made or recommendations that were made to pre-
pare for the next time? 

Mr. CURRIE. Yes, and I too, I have been there 5 times since Hur-
ricane Maria as well. I have gotten to understand the situation 
pretty well. I think the bottom line is right now, I think they are 
really well-prepared for something that is going to happen because 
they have so many people they have hired locally. A lot of those 
people have converted over to full-time or reserve or CORE posi-
tions and gone to other parts of the country or stayed there in 
Puerto Rico are now managing the program and they have the ex-
perience. So, I think their capacity level is really high in terms of 
preparedness to deal with something else. 

Now, honestly, it has taken 4 years to get there. It was a strug-
gle and it was not pretty the first couple years. It has gotten better. 
So, I think they are in pretty good shape to handle, you know, re-
sponse to disasters that may happen. I think the challenge in Puer-
to Rico has more to do with the financial situation of the recovery 
and the funding that is necessary to rebuild all the damaged infra-
structure because they haven’t even really, you know, started to 
tackle the long-term projects yet. A lot of that has to do with the 
financial condition of Puerto Rico. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much for that. Ms. Sims, 
anything at all that you would like to add to this particular ques-
tion? 

Ms. SIMS. No, thank you. 
Chairwoman DEMINGS. OK, thank you. Mr. Fugate, last year the 

union that represents FEMA, the American Federation of Govern-
ment Employees, sent a letter to the incoming FEMA adminis-
trator, which highlighted that the FEMA work force were com-
prised of only 5,000 full-time employees out of 26,000, roughly, 
total employees. Over the past few years, we have witnessed nu-
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merous disasters including hurricanes, floods, fires, tornadoes, and, 
of course, the COVID–19 pandemic. With year-round disasters, we 
need year-round employees who can respond to those disasters. 
Could you talk a little bit, would it benefit or how would it benefit 
FEMA to change the composition of its work force to hire more per-
manent, full-time employees? Or do you believe that there should 
be a significant contingency of part-time employees as well to be 
able to fulfill the mission? 

Mr. FUGATE. I think you are going to have to have all of that but 
the ratios are wrong. I think you need to go back to—originally 
FEMA deployed permanent work force as the primary disaster re-
sponders. The problem was they were staying out so long, the other 
work wasn’t getting done. That really created this move toward al-
most all disasters being handled by the nonpermanent work force 
with the permanent work force not deploying. 

When I got to FEMA, it turned out there was people in the per-
manent work force that didn’t even have emergency functions in 
their position descriptions and legally, couldn’t be deployed against 
their will. Even though FEMA requires every employee, now, to do 
that. When I got there even though the statement said you are 
available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week deployed, the vast majority 
of FEMA staff had never been deployed and were not allowed to 
deploy or it wasn’t in their position description. We changed that. 
But I think it is important that people that, in my experience, was 
when the FEMA folks deployed, the permanent work force, it not 
only gave us additional personnel in the field, it was more impor-
tant to the overall FEMA’s mission because they got to see the 
things they were administrating at headquarters in the field and 
understand what the challenges were. It made them better, includ-
ing our—what was interesting was our grants people. As you point-
ed out, all the funding that FEMA provides through the grants pro-
gram, the Homeland Security grants and the, you know, the fund-
ing there to help build preparedness. It was amazing that the 
grants people had never seen the outcome of their work. When they 
went to Superstorm Sandy, they saw all that equipment and all 
that capability for the first time deployed and they were going, I 
never realized we had that big of an impact. I said that response 
wouldn’t have occurred without the funding you administered. 

So, I think the permanent work force needs to be part of disaster 
response. It needs to be built into their DNA. We must be able to 
continue the existing work. So, I think we need to grow that per-
manent work force. We need to make it where they do deploy more 
frequently so they have that connection between their mission and 
what is done in the field. But also balance that with there is no 
way to have that big of a work force that may not have a lot of 
disasters to go to using the CORE and the reserve work force to 
be a balanced response. So, we have surge work force capabilities, 
but we also are not excluding the permanent work force from being 
part of the disaster response team. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. You know, Mr. Fugate, I was hoping that 
the Chair of the full committee was going to be able to join us 
today. He is not. So, the question is: When you testified before the 
committee in October 2015, Chairman Thompson asked whether 
our disaster response work force was as robust as it would need to 
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be to respond to a disaster on the scale of Hurricane Katrina as 
we talk about work force numbers. At the time, you told the com-
mittee that we are not there. In 2019, Chairman Thompson asked 
then FEMA Administrator Gaynor a similar question. He re-
sponded that FEMA had a deficit of a few thousand. We keep hear-
ing time and time again that FEMA does not have enough staff 
and we have also talked about some of the challenges for that. 
What do we need to do or how can we help FEMA to be better able 
to recruit, and sometimes that is the easy part, but to retain more 
employees? 

Mr. FUGATE. Well, my experience tells me that people that are 
attracted to FEMA, who don’t really understand FEMA, are at-
tracted to what they see as the response role. It turns out the re-
sponse role is one of the things that most people at FEMA and the 
permanent full-time jobs do the least of. So, there is often a mis-
match between expectations and reality. I think we need to do a 
better job of doing that. But I also think we need to provide to the 
permanent work force more opportunities to be in disaster response 
without necessarily taking away from the day-to-day mission, 
which means better staff, more staff, and more flexibility there. 

But I think the last piece goes back to the Reserve work force. 
If we expect to have well-trained quality folks, we have to do some-
thing besides only dealing with it when we employ them in a dis-
aster. This is something that Congress needs to look at. Provide 
FEMA the authority through Stafford Act funds, to train Reservists 
not tied to a disaster so that they get minimal training on a reoc-
curring basis to improve retention and make better-trained Reserv-
ists before they are deployed. Also, look at other incentives that the 
military reserve has to protect those people who may come off of 
existing jobs to help in disasters so that we can attract the best 
quality folks, best retention, and good benefits. 

But I think just one thing, if you just got the Stafford Act amend-
ed where FEMA could train Reservists not tied to a disaster re-
sponse, but out of what they generally refer to as the DSR surge 
account, so that it would be a reoccurring training. Including 
things like harassment training, which turns out a lot of these 
folks don’t have any of that until they show up at the job site and 
then that is hard to get as a priority when you are dealing with 
everything you are faced in the first 30 days of a disaster. But I 
think this is one thing that would help. Clarify and give FEMA the 
authority to use the funding in the disaster relief fund to train Re-
servists outside of being deployed to a specific disaster. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much for that. I do ask 
unanimous consent to submit into the record a letter from the 
American Federation of Government Employees. So moved. 

[The information follows:] 
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LETTER FROM THE AMERICAN FEDERATION OF GOVERNMENT EMPLOYEES, AFL–CIO 
(AFGE) 

January 19, 2022. 
The Honorable VAL DEMINGS, 
Chairwoman, Emergency Preparedness, Response, & Recovery Subcommittee, House 

Homeland Security Committee, H2–176 Ford House Office Building, Wash-
ington, DC 20515. 

The Honorable KAT CAMMACK, 
Ranking Member, Emergency Preparedness, Response, & Recovery Subcommittee, 

House Homeland Security Committee, H2–176 Ford House Office Building, 
Washington, DC 20515. 

The Honorable LOU CORREA, 
Chairman, Oversight, Management, & Accountability Subcommittee, House Home-

land Security Committee, H2–176 Ford House Office Building, Washington, DC 
20515. 

The Honorable PETER MEIJER, 
Ranking Member, Oversight, Management, & Accountability Subcommittee, House 

Homeland Security Committee, H2–176 Ford House Office Building, Wash-
ington, DC 20515. 

DEAR CHAIRS THOMPSON, DEMINGS, AND CORREA, RANKING MEMBERS KATKO, 
CAMMACK, MEIJER AND MEMBERS OF THE SUBCOMMITTEES: On behalf of the Amer-
ican Federation of Government Employees, AFL–CIO (AFGE), which represents 
more than 700,000 Federal and District of Columbia government employees, includ-
ing 5,000 within the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), we appre-
ciate the subcommittee addressing how FEMA can build a workforce prepared and 
ready to respond to National disasters. We thank you for your support of a strong 
Federal emergency management program and your recognition of the importance of 
a professional, apolitical civil service supporting the American public during natural 
disasters. 

Our country has been devastated by one of the most active disaster seasons in 
recent memory. FEMA employees have responded to hundreds of disasters, includ-
ing the COVID–19 pandemic, wildfires, hurricanes, tornadoes, and record flooding. 
FEMA employees work to make victims whole again after natural and human-cre-
ated disasters. FEMA first responders stay on the ground sometimes for months or 
years to ensure that the Americans affected by natural and human-made disasters 
can return to normalcy and rebuild their lives. FEMA urban search-and-rescue 
teams extricate survivors and victims from burning cars and flooded homes. FEMA 
safety officers ensure downed power lines do not electrocute survivors and haz-
ardous substances in flood waters do not sicken communities. FEMA firefighters 
and police officers work hand-in-hand with State and local emergency management 
agencies to suppress fires and prevent crime. FEMA claims adjusters work to com-
pensate victims after their homes have been destroyed. FEMA logisticians compile 
data and predict when and where future disasters will occur and how to prevent 
them. FEMA grant and contracting officers ensure community needs are met in the 
aftermath of destruction. 

Most FEMA employees are non-permanent. Out of a workforce of more than 
20,000 total employees, only about 5,000 are full-time permanent employees. FEMA 
employees are over-worked, under-resourced, and frequently deployed to multiple 
disaster zones without adequate recuperation time. 

In 1988 the Stafford Act created two sets of non-permanent employees to be hired 
during disasters, including (1) Cadre of On-Call Recovery/Response Employees 
(CORE) and (2) Disaster Response Workers (DRW) Temporary Workers. CORE and 
DRW employees are brought on using an expedited hiring process during disasters. 
For the purposes of this letter, CORE and DRW employees will be referred to as 
Stafford Act employees. 

Although Stafford Act employees were intended to supplement permanent employ-
ees during short-term disasters, in practice Stafford Act employees often serve for 
much longer than the 2- to 4-year periods specified in their contracts, sometimes 
for 10 years or more. The excessive use of Stafford Act hiring results in permanent 
FEMA staff positions going unfilled for extended periods. 

Stafford Act employees should be deployed to disaster zones for specified time pe-
riods to respond to specific disasters. These positions were not designed to assist or 
replace permanent full-time employees for non-disaster work. However, this fre-
quently occurs because of permanent staff vacancies within FEMA, with Stafford 
Act employees performing work outside of their job descriptions. The excessive use 
of Stafford Act employees means that personnel are constantly being shifted from 
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one disaster site to the next, harming retention and recruitment efforts, the inevi-
table result of grueling hours and low morale. 

Instead, FEMA should hire more permanent full-time employees who are emer-
gency management, safety, and program management professionals with appro-
priate skills and expertise. Such action will benefit the agency and its employees, 
including qualified Stafford Act employees who could transition into appropriate 
permanent positions. 

In contrast to full-time or temporary Title 5 employees, Stafford Act employees 
lack civil service rights and protections that help to improve workplace safety, labor- 
management relations, and communication, and to prevent harassment and dis-
crimination in the workplace. When Stafford Act employees experience discrimina-
tion, harassment, or other inappropriate treatment, they have few avenues for pur-
suing remedies. Without union representation, Stafford Act employees lack effective 
mechanisms for reporting, resolving, or de-escalating workplace conflicts and griev-
ances. 

Following a high-profile harassment case involving a FEMA senior executive in 
2018, a study by the RAND Corporation revealed that 29 percent of FEMA employ-
ees experienced a civil rights violation during a single year. Fewer than half of these 
employees formally reported these incidents to management, fearing in part that 
nothing would be done. A more recent Department of Homeland Security OIG report 
from September 2021 found that one-third of employees had experienced sexual har-
assment or misconduct but did not report it, believing that the incidents would not 
be properly investigated. The OIG found that FEMA had a fragmentary record for 
investigating and taking corrective action in some 305 cases of harassment and mis-
conduct that were reported to agency officials. The agency’s 2021 Culture Improve-
ment Action Plan has several laudable goals, which will be much more easily 
achieved if the agency transitions away from the excessive use of non-permanent 
employees who have completely inadequate workplace protections. 

FEMA’s workload is constantly increasing, as the Nation faces an unprecedented 
onslaught of disasters. For FEMA to succeed, it is critical that Congress and the 
Administration prioritize hiring more full-time permanent Title 5 employees. If they 
do so, FEMA will be a stronger, more agile, and responsive agency in protecting the 
American public from national disasters. 

Sincerely, 
JULIE N. TIPPENS, 

Director, Legislative Political and Mobilization Department. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you, Mr. Fugate. You spoke about 
harassment. Ms. Sims, the RAND 2020 Report highlights several 
challenges—I think we talked a little bit about those—FEMA faces 
in the effort to create a more inclusive work force, including bar-
riers that can prevent employees from reporting incidents of har-
assment and discrimination. Can you describe just some of the bar-
riers while conducting your survey, if there were any, with FEMA 
employees? 

Ms. SIMS. So, I guess I would say having the reserve work force 
as it was, was not necessarily a barrier, but it was a challenge, 
right? Because obviously, they are a huge part of what FEMA does 
and we definitely wanted to get their perspective, especially since 
there was some indication that possibly during deployments, they 
might experience challenges there. So, you know, it was key to get 
a good estimate of prevalence across the organization to be able to 
recruit them. 

Now, FEMA did help us out during the course of the survey. 
They sent an email through their system, their DTS system, to 
FEMA Reservists so that they could know to check their FEMA 
email. Because we sent the invitations with unique links to FEMA 
employees in emails. But it was interesting, you know, we worked 
with FEMA to try and get Reservists paid to take the survey be-
cause they are doing FEMA’s work when they are taking the sur-
vey, right? They are helping FEMA understand what their experi-
ence was. That was a challenge because there was no functionality 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 09:31 Apr 11, 2022 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00047 Fmt 6633 Sfmt 6602 H:\117TH\22JT0120\22JT0120 HEATH



44 

in the sense of if they were paid, if they claimed that time, then 
FEMA would know they took the survey and we were also trying 
to protect their confidentiality. So, there are some tricky things 
there with the reserve work force. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. OK. Thank you so very much. Mr. Currie 
or Mr. Fugate, anything you would like to add to, you know, how 
we can better interact with the FEMA employees because of the 
large numbers and the Reservist status to get the information that 
we need? Mr. Sims. 

Ms. SIMS. Ms. Sims or Mr. Currie? 
Chairwoman DEMINGS. Oh, I am sorry. I am sorry. Mr. Currie. 
Mr. CURRIE. Sorry. No, I agree. I think this—you can probably 

hear this issue of how do you pay and train your intermittent work 
force is a challenge. You know, I am not—I think the military anal-
ogy is somewhat useful. I mean, I don’t want to say that system 
is perfect, but you know, back when the Reservists in the National 
Guard employee flexibilities and titles were developed, it was to ad-
dress this same issue. You know, how do we—we have our perma-
nent military and but how do we scale up when we have a need? 
That includes not just hiring people and training people, but how 
do you deploy them given their specific skill sets? Very similar at 
FEMA. I mean, I think we need a relook at this whole system. 
There has been some things done. I mean, for example, the DRRA 
bill back in 2018, gave FEMA flexibility to more easily convert 
CORE and Reservists to full-time positions, without having to rego 
through the whole Federal hiring process, which is not easy. So, I 
mean, there has been some things around the margins. But, I 
mean, you have got to look at this in totality from hiring to on- 
boarding to training to retention. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Mr. Fugate. 
Mr. FUGATE. Yes, some of this is going to require a lot of work. 

I think the simplest thing is to—and this can be done in the budget 
process. So, as we are working on the next budget, this is really 
a simple fix if you can get people to agree to it. Give FEMA the 
authority to pay for Reservists outside of them being deployed to 
a disaster. So, if they already have that 2 days a month and 2 
weeks a year if they are not deployed, they get training, the things 
like these surveys don’t become an issue of trying to get people to 
take a survey, yet risk identifying them because they are getting 
paid. 

It also goes back to better retention. This is something we can 
do right now. You have this in the budget process. It would be an 
addition to the authorizing language, the appropriations language, 
to give FEMA the ability to do this. I don’t think this would require 
new funding. I think you fund the disaster relief fund at adequate 
levels, you are going to have to do some additional adjustments 
based upon the level of disasters. But I don’t think this is a huge 
challenge of new money that has to be found, new authority that 
has to be found. It just needs to clarify that FEMA has the author-
ity to use the relief fund to train Reservists outside of a specific 
disaster. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much. The Chair will now 
recognize the gentlewoman from Nevada, Ms. Titus, for 5 minutes. 
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Ms. TITUS. Well, thank you so much. Mr. Currie, over the past 
year, FEMA has placed COVID–19 surge response teams in my dis-
trict, and they have been going door-to-door canvasing efforts to try 
to increase vaccination rates. I represent one of the most diverse 
districts in the country and I wonder if you could address whether 
FEMA makes any attempt to send people who match the neighbor-
hood so that they can be more effective. Also, since the Biden ad-
ministration has highlighted diversity as one of the goals for 
FEMA, how can you all reach out to better hire a diverse work 
force that looks like the people in my community? 

Mr. CURRIE. Yes, ma’am, thank you. So, based on the work that 
we have done evaluating FEMA, I mean, we know that they do at-
tempt at the regional level to deploy people that have the back-
ground of that area and speak the language if that is necessary to 
try to better connect with those communities. They absolutely do 
that. I don’t have data with me on how well they do that or any 
metrics, but I do know that is a priority. 

On the hiring side, I think at FEMA, and not just at FEMA, but 
at DHS, I mean, they take hiring through the lens of diversity very 
seriously. I have seen their human capital monitoring and metrics, 
which, you know, where they monitor by gender, by race, by eth-
nicity, by language, by veteran status, you know, who they hire, 
who they retain. I mean, there is a lot of focus on that right now. 
I think even more so over the last year as the Executive Orders 
have come out about, you know, trying to promote additional diver-
sity in the Federal work force. 

Ms. TITUS. Do you know if you have reached to the historical 
Black colleges or minority-serving institutions as part of the re-
cruiting process? 

Mr. CURRIE. No, ma’am, I don’t know if FEMA has done that be-
cause we haven’t looked at that. 

Ms. TITUS. Well, I think that would be a good idea. That would 
be a way to attract some bright young people and get some diver-
sity at the same time. Speaking of young people, tell me about the 
FEMA Corps that is that service program between FEMA and 
AmeriCorps that is trying to recruit young people to get engaged 
when they are—before they are ready for a job to perhaps learn the 
ropes and then choose that as a career. 

Mr. CURRIE. Yes, no, and this is something that at GAO we 
looked at this right after Hurricane Sandy, when FEMA Corps was 
first rolled out. I know when it first came out, they were trying to 
have this be, you know, a force of several thousand young persons 
who could help them surge in the case of a major disaster. We saw 
that they did that. I think the challenge that we saw with the 
surge there—or the FEMA Corps was just, you know, plugging 
them into an existing complicated process too. I mean, there were 
a lot of things that they can do in the immediate response. Things 
like helping, you know, go door-to-door, get people information, talk 
to survivors, those types of things. But when it came down to some 
of the more technical processes that are involved in response and 
recovery, they may not have had the training that was necessary 
to do that. So, I think it was hard for FEMA field leaders who we 
talked to to plug them in where it was necessary. 
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Ms. TITUS. Well, maybe we ought to look at that training pro-
gram and try to help fill some of these vacancies. Also, there might 
be some additional incentives to attract people to the program and 
then they will stay in FEMA for a career. 

Mr. CURRIE. Yes, ma’am. I know that was the goal. We haven’t 
looked at it again over the last 5 years or so. But what we have 
seen over time is the numbers of FEMA Corps kind-of go down. I 
am not sure what the exact numbers now. I think it is in the hun-
dreds. It seems like they have gotten a little bit away from using 
FEMA Corps in their response efforts. 

Ms. TITUS. Well, we are talking about a Climate Corps, and I 
think a FEMA Corps is a good thing and we want to attract the 
best and brightest, get people interested in these jobs at a early 
age. So, we might want to revisit that and see how we can bump 
it up some. Thank you very much, Madam Chairman. 

Chairwoman DEMINGS. Thank you so much. The gentlewoman 
yields back. With that I want to thank our witnesses for your valu-
able testimony today. Of course, we did not anticipate the change 
in our vote schedule. Votes were called in the middle of our hear-
ing. But we were able to get through it. I thank you so much for 
your patience. I also thank the Members of both subcommittees 
who participated today in this very important discussion. I look for-
ward to working with our panelists on some of the issues that we 
discussed here today. 

The Members of the subcommittees may have additional ques-
tions for the witnesses and we ask that you respond expeditiously 
in writing to those questions. The Chair reminds Members that the 
subcommittees’ record will remain open for 10 business days. With-
out objection, the subcommittees stand adjourned. Thank you all. 

[Whereupon, at 11:28 p.m., the subcommittees were adjourned.] 
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A P P E N D I X 

QUESTIONS FROM RANKING MEMBER JOHN KATKO FOR W. CRAIG FUGATE 

Question 1. In your opinion, what steps should FEMA be taking to effectively bal-
ance and respond to these priorities? 

Answer. I would defer to FEMA Administrator Criswell on how she is approach-
ing this issue. I would note however that FEMA is asked to do many things because 
they have capabilities that are needed by other Federal agencies or the Nation. This 
is a good thing if FEMA is resourced to do the work. If not, then who else is going 
to do it? 

Question 2. During a Transportation and Infrastructure hearing last year, Admin-
istrator Criswell noted ‘‘many of our staff have been activated in support of COVID– 
19 response operations and numerous other disaster declarations for over a 
year . . . ’’ How is employee morale and job performance impacted when response 
personnel are continually redeployed from one disaster to the next? 

Answer. My experience is that FEMA morale is highest when FEMA staff are in 
direct support to communities in a crisis. The challenge in longer-term recovery op-
erations where FEMA staff are pulled from to go to the next disaster response. 

Question 3. We understand that it takes a village to get people back on their feet 
after their homes have been struck by disaster. After the December tornadoes that 
wreaked havoc across 6 States, we were proud of the FEMA emergency responders 
who quickly mobilized to lend a helping hand. In your experience, what measures 
does FEMA take not only to quickly mobilize a massive workforce in response to 
disaster, but also to ensure that qualified staff are being deployed to sites? 

Answer. As noted in my written testimony, the lack of on-going training for 
FEMA Reservist outside of disaster deployments and limited benefits results in high 
staff turn-over and limited training for their disaster mission. 

Question 4a. The RAND report found that almost 30 percent of FEMA’s workforce 
experienced a sex- or race-based rights violation in 2019. Although this report was 
after your time at FEMA, the issue at FEMA is likely not new. In your tenure at 
FEMA, what measures did you take to ensure a safe work environment, free to sex- 
or race-based violations? 

Answer. Some of the steps we took were to increase funding for the FEMA Equal 
Employment Opportunity Office to address a backlog of discrimination cases, some 
dating back to the Hurricane Katrina response. We increased training for front-line 
supervisors. 

Question 4b. Could you please describe the specific types of trainings FEMA lead-
ership, versus employees and supervisors, underwent to reduce the occurrence of 
workplace harassment and discrimination based on sex, gender, race, or ethnicity? 

Answer. Response was not received at the time of publication. 
Question 5a. Does FEMA’s current hiring process hinder their ability to address 

staffing shortages? 
Question 5b. If so, how? Specifically, what parts of the process are limiting 

FEMA’s ability to hire the people the agency needs and what can be done moving 
forward? 

Question 5c. Does FEMA need additional hiring authorities to address staffing 
shortages? 

Answer. The answers to the above are complex and are better addressed by the 
current administration. The one that I would like to comment on is the FEMA Re-
serve Workforce. Reservist at FEMA are not the equivalent of the military Reservist 
who are covered under the Uniformed Services Employment and Re-Employment 
Rights Act. Rather FEMA Reservist are considered on-call who work intermittently 
with little benefits when not deployed. They have no protections if they have full- 
time employment when called up. 

Hiring and maintaining FEMA Reservists is a continuous process. As the work 
is on-call, and intermittent, attracting talent in tight job markets is a challenge. 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 09:31 Apr 11, 2022 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00051 Fmt 6601 Sfmt 6621 H:\117TH\22JT0120\22JT0120 HEATH



48 

Without incentives to recruit and maintain Reservists, this workforce will continue 
to be a staffing challenge for current and future disasters. 

Improve benefits and retention of the Reservist workforce 
1. Provide all Reservist with a minimum of 2 days a month and 2 weeks a year 
of paid training if not deployed in that fiscal year for at least 30 days. 
2. Consider adding the FEMA Reservist workforce to the Uniformed Services 
Employment and Re-Employment Rights Act or provide similar protections 
under the Stafford Act. 
3. Continue to improve the implementation of Disaster Reform and Recovery 
Act (DRRA) where CORE and Reservists can compete for PFT positions at 
FEMA under Merit Promotion after 3 or more years of continuous work. 

QUESTION FROM HONORABLE DIANA HARSHBARGER FOR W. CRAIG FUGATE 

Question. In your view, would awarding FEMA contracts to contractors physically 
located near disaster sites produce favorable outcomes both by expediting the proc-
ess of getting boots on the ground and by providing work to residents affected by 
the disaster? Should FEMA consider updating their contracting processes to 
prioritize contractors located near the disaster site? 

Answer. Yes, my time as administrator, I urged that we buy local and hire local 
to help the local economy in the aftermath of a disaster. We supported that process 
by deploying purchasing staff to help local businesses navigate Federal contracts 
and to directly purchase goods and services from the communities in the disaster 
zone. Local hiring is another tool to put people to work that are displaced by the 
disaster. 

QUESTIONS FROM HONORABLE PETER MEIJER FOR W. CRAIG FUGATE 

Question 1. GAO has reported that FEMA workforce issues are long-standing and 
are often at the core of other FEMA operational challenges. Considering this, when 
you were at FEMA, did FEMA ever consider a significant overhaul, or reboot of how 
it manages its workforce? 

Answer. The first item we implemented was the requirement that all full-time 
staff have an emergency job in addition to their full-time position. This gives FEMA 
employees the chance to deploy to disasters in the immediate aftermath. 

The second was to equip full-time staff with laptops and cell phone to work re-
motely when necessary. 

The third item failed. We attempted to provide minimum training and hours to 
FEMA Reservist (part-time, on-call) consisting of 2 days a month and 2 weeks a 
year in not deployed to a disaster in the recent past. Due to how the Reservist are 
funded, we were unable to provide training outside of a disaster deployment. 

Question 2. Given the challenges the FEMA workforce has faced over the past few 
years, such as staff shortages and burn-out, what is the most critical step FEMA 
should take to ensure it can respond adequately to hurricanes and wildfires in 2022? 
Could you tell us, to your own knowledge, if FEMA has implemented this action? 

Answer. FEMA staff, both full-time and the Reservist have always been there to 
respond to the next disaster. The shortfall is in the recovery workforce. 

QUESTIONS FROM CHAIRWOMAN VAL DEMINGS FOR CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE 

Question 1. Developing and maintaining a high-performing workforce is a top pri-
ority for the Department of Homeland Security and several DHS components have 
developed innovative solutions for attracting and retaining new and diverse employ-
ees. For example, the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency is 
leveraging the newly-launched Cybersecurity Talent Management System to better 
recruit and retain cyber talent. Similarly, Customs and Border Protection an-
nounced the launch of the CBP Applicant Portal to provide a centralized location 
for applicants to receive tailored information on their application status. What les-
sons can FEMA learn and apply to its workforce development efforts from these and 
other DHS components? 

Answer. Our body of work on strategic human capital management has high-
lighted strategies that can help agencies better manage the current and future 
workforce, including managing the timing of recruitment, writing user-friendly va-
cancy announcements, leveraging available hiring and pay flexibilities, increasing 
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1 GAO, Human Capital: Improving Federal Recruiting and Hiring Efforts, GAO–19–696T 
(Washington, DC: July 30, 2019). 

2 GAO, FEMA Disaster Workforce: Actions Needed to Address Deployment and Staff Develop-
ment Challenges, GAO–20–360 (Washington, DC: May 4, 2020). 

3 FEMA’s steps to respond to this recommendation are detailed in response to a subsequent 
question in this enclosure and are also detailed on GAO’s website at https://www.gao.gov/prod-
ucts/gao-20-360. 

4 GAO, Diversity Management: Expert-Identified Leading Practices and Agency Examples, 
GAO–05–90 (Washington, DC: Jan. 14, 2005). See also https://www.gao.gov/leading-practices- 
human-capital-management for more details on our leading practices for human capital manage-
ment. 

5 For example, see GAO, Army Corps of Engineers: Workforce Planning Follows Most Leading 
Practices but Could Be Enhanced with Additional Actions, GAO–22–104054 (Washington, DC: 
Dec. 9, 2021) and GAO, Intelligence Community: Additional Actions Needed to Strengthen Work-
force Diversity Planning and Oversight, GAO–21–83 (Washington, DC: Dec. 17, 2020). 

support for an inclusive work environment, and encouraging rotations and other mo-
bility opportunities.1 

We have not yet examined the Cybersecurity Talent Management System or the 
CBP Applicant Portal to identify lessons learned. Both of these efforts are relatively 
new, and once they have been in place long enough for CBP and DHS to identify 
lessons learned, DHS’s Human Capital Leadership Council, which consists of De-
partment-wide human capital leaders, can provide a forum through which FEMA’s 
human capital leaders could learn about the benefits and challenges of these new 
approaches. 

Additionally, FEMA could take additional steps to implement one of our rec-
ommendations related to workforce development. Specifically, in May 2020, we rec-
ommended that FEMA should create a staff development program for FEMA’s dis-
aster workforce that, at a minimum, addresses access to training, delivery of on-the- 
job training and mentoring, use of performance evaluations, and consistent develop-
mental opportunities regardless of deployment status.2 As discussed in greater de-
tail below, FEMA has taken steps in response to this recommendation to improve 
staff development, but further action is needed to create an integrated and cohesive 
program to develop its disaster workforce.3 

Question 2. The Biden administration’s 2022–2026 FEMA Strategic Plan identifies 
increased efforts to recruit from a wider variety of locations and backgrounds as key 
to the development of a diverse workforce. What can FEMA do to recruit and engage 
with potential candidates from underrepresented communities? 

Answer. Leading practices for human capital management, specifically for diver-
sity management, include having a recruitment process for attracting a supply of 
qualified, diverse applicants for employment.4 For example, to ensure that agencies 
are reaching out to diverse pools of talent, they can widen the selection of schools 
from which they recruit to include, for example, historically Black colleges and uni-
versities, Hispanic-serving institutions, and women’s colleges. Agencies may also 
want to consider partnering with multicultural professional organizations and 
speaking at their conferences to communicate their commitment to diversity to ex-
ternal audiences and strengthen and maintain relationships. We have reported on 
the extent to which other Federal agencies have implemented recruitment strategies 
to attract qualified, diverse applicants for employment.5 

FEMA’s Strategic Plan states that FEMA will partner with Historically Black Col-
leges and Universities and the American Indian Higher Education Consortium of 
Tribal Colleges and Universities to create hiring pipelines into the field of emer-
gency management. We recently initiated work on FEMA’s hiring process and staff-
ing shortages and the impact these shortages might have on disaster response ef-
forts. As part of this work, we will be examining FEMA’s hiring initiatives, which 
could include targeting candidates from underrepresented communities for recruit-
ment. 

QUESTIONS FROM HONORABLE DINA TITUS FOR CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE 

Question 1a. Following the release of RAND’s report on harassment and discrimi-
nation in the FEMA workforce, FEMA released a Culture Improvement Action Plan, 
which details several steps it plans to take to address RAND’s report’s findings and 
recommendations. At the request of this committee, GAO is performing a review of 
FEMA’s implementation of this action plan. 

What actions has FEMA taken thus far to implement this plan? 
Answer. As part of our on-going work, at the request of Chairman Thompson, we 

are identifying what actions FEMA has taken since fiscal year 2019 to prevent and 
respond to harassment and discrimination in the workplace. Some of these actions 
detailed in the Culture Improvement Action Plan involve offering additional train-
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ing—including sexual misconduct awareness and response training at Joint Field 
Offices as well as civil treatment training for employees and supervisors—and in-
creasing engagement between FEMA workforce and agency leadership by hosting 
all-staff Town Halls and listening sessions between leadership and FEMA Employee 
Resource Groups. 

Additionally, in 2019, FEMA restructured its processes to respond to allegations 
of harassment by establishing the Office of Professional Responsibility. The Office 
of Professional Responsibility is responsible for investigating reports of employee 
misconduct, including harassment. In 2021, FEMA adopted an anti-harassment pro-
gram instruction, which guides the agency’s response to harassment for any FEMA 
employee, contractor, vendor, applicant, or individual that comes into contact with 
FEMA employees. 

Question 1b. What reaction has the FEMA community had to these actions? 
Answer. As part of our on-going work, we are meeting with each of FEMA’s 10 

Employee Resource Groups to obtain their perspectives on FEMA’s actions to ad-
dress harassment and discrimination since RAND published its report, Harassment 
and Discrimination on the Basis of Gender and Race/Ethnicity in the FEMA Work-
force. The 10 Employee Resource Groups represent a variety of employee identities, 
including African American, Hispanic/Latino, Asian American-Pacific Islander, 
American Indian/Alaska Native, LGBTQIA, military veterans, National service 
alumni, women, older employees, and employees with disabilities. 

We expect to publish our report on this topic in fall 2022. 
In addition, FEMA contracted with RAND to conduct a follow-up survey in 2021. 

All FEMA employees were invited to participate in this survey, which included simi-
lar questions to the initial survey about the prevalence of workplace harassment 
and discrimination and perceptions of agency leadership. Results from this follow- 
up survey are expected in summer 2022. 

QUESTIONS FROM RANKING MEMBER JOHN KATKO FOR CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE 

Question 1. In your opinion, what steps should FEMA be taking to effectively bal-
ance and respond to these priorities? 

Answer. FEMA’s disaster workforce will be in high demand for the foreseeable fu-
ture.6 We have previously reported that the rising number and costs of disasters 
and the increasing reliance on the Federal Government for disaster assistance will 
likely continue to rise as the climate changes.7 Recently, as we mentioned in our 
January 2022 testimony statement, the increasing frequency of disasters and the 
additional responsibilities of responding to the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID– 
19) pandemic, assisting at the Southwest Border, and resettling Afghan refugees 
have stretched the FEMA workforce in unprecedented ways. 

To balance and respond to these and any future priorities, we believe that FEMA 
needs to review its workforce in a holistic manner and make progress on addressing 
some of its long-standing challenges. We have made numerous recommendations in 
prior reports designed to address FEMA workforce challenges. As discussed in great-
er detail below in response to your third question, in our May 2020 report on 
FEMA’s disaster workforce, we made 3 recommendations, 2 of which we designated 
as priority recommendations for DHS, meaning we believe they warrant priority at-
tention and can substantially improve or transform major Government programs or 
agencies.8 Although FEMA has taken some steps to implement these 2 priority rec-
ommendations, it has not yet fully addressed them. 

Through coordination with key Governmental and non-Governmental partners 
and collaboration on crosscutting efforts to improve program management and oper-
ations, FEMA could also help ensure that its available workforce can achieve great-
er results. We also have on-going work examining the coordination of Federal dis-
aster programs, in which FEMA, as the Federal agency with primary responsibility 
for coordinating disaster response across approximately 30 other agencies, plays a 
vital role. As part of that work, we will be examining the design and implementa-
tion of some of FEMA’s programs—specifically Public Assistance and Hazard Miti-
gation—to assess the extent to which they facilitate or hinder a coordinated ap-
proach to disaster recovery. We will also be examining what actions Congress or 
Federal agencies could take to provide for a more efficient and coordinated Federal 
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approach to disaster recovery and post-disaster investments in resilience. We expect 
to report on this work in late 2022. 

Question 2. During a Transportation and Infrastructure hearing last year, Admin-
istrator Criswell noted ‘‘many of our staff have been activated in support of COVID– 
19 response operations and numerous other disaster declarations for over a 
year . . . ’’. How is employee morale and job performance impacted when response 
personnel are continually redeployed from one disaster to the next? 

Answer. We have not specifically examined how the frequency of deployments has 
affected employee morale or job performance. However, as we stated in our January 
2022 testimony statement, staffing shortages, coupled with burn-out associated with 
the increased frequency of disasters and an expanded scope of responsibility over 
time, have the potential to negatively affect FEMA employees’ engagement and mo-
rale. For example, in May 2020, we reported that FEMA officials believe that fa-
tigue from previous deployments to Hurricanes Harvey and Irma contributed a high 
rate of staff deployment declinations to respond to Hurricane Maria. Specifically, 
these officials cited that 48 percent of FEMA staff members who showed availability 
declined to deploy to respond to Hurricane Maria when requested to do so.9 In this 
May 2020 report, we recommended that FEMA develop mechanisms, including col-
lecting relevant data, to assess how effectively FEMA’s disaster workforce was de-
ployed to meet mission needs in the field. FEMA concurred with this recommenda-
tion. Implementing this recommendation, the status of which we discuss in response 
to your third question below, could help FEMA better understand the impact that 
continuing to deploy from one disaster to the next might have on the employee mo-
rale and job performance of response personnel. 

We also reported in January 2021 that top leaders at DHS have stated that con-
cerns with working conditions and workload have negatively affect employee morale 
and engagement.10 In that report, we found that DHS and each of its major compo-
nents—including FEMA—face the same key drivers of employee engagement as the 
rest of the Federal Government. Among these key drivers of employee engagement 
is work-life balance. We have found improving employee engagement, including 
through strategies can give them more work-life balance, is important because en-
gaged employees are more innovative, more productive, more committed to their em-
ployer and its mission, more satisfied, and less likely to leave.11 

Question 3. Given FEMA’s mounting mission sets, spanning from natural disaster 
response to assisting with the crisis at the Southwest Border and resettling Afghan 
refugees, it is imperative that the agency be able to resolve challenges to its work-
force capacity. Could you please provide the committee with an update on the steps 
FEMA has taken to implement GAO’s recommendations? 

Answer. In our May 2020 report on FEMA’s disaster workforce, we made three 
recommendations.12 Although FEMA has taken some steps to implement our rec-
ommendations, it has not yet fully addressed them. A detailed status update is pro-
vided below for each recommendation. We designated Recommendations 1 and 2 as 
priority recommendations for DHS, meaning we believe they warrant priority atten-
tion and can substantially improve or transform major Government programs or 
agencies.13 We will continue to monitor FEMA’s on-going efforts. 

• Recommendation 1.—The FEMA administrator should develop a plan—with 
time frames and milestones and input from field leadership—to address identi-
fied challenges that have hindered FEMA’s ability to provide reliable and com-
plete information to field leaders and managers about staff knowledge, skills, 
and abilities. 
Status.—DHS concurred with our recommendation. As of December 2021, ac-
cording to FEMA officials, FEMA has taken steps to enhance the FEMA Quali-
fication System’s coach-and-evaluator program to provide more oversight of the 
program and help ensure greater reliability for personnel who receive qualifica-
tion status. For example, FEMA stated that it has implemented assessments 
that cadres can use to help ensure that coach-and-evaluators are effectively 
coaching disaster staff. FEMA also stated that it is facilitating virtual coach- 
and-evaluator deployments to maximize pairing opportunities and increase Posi-
tion Task Book completion rates among staff who do not have available coach- 
and-evaluators to pair with in the Deployment Tracking System. In addition, 

VerDate Mar 15 2010 09:31 Apr 11, 2022 Jkt 000000 PO 00000 Frm 00055 Fmt 6601 Sfmt 6621 H:\117TH\22JT0120\22JT0120 HEATH



52 

FEMA officials said that they conducted a listening session in April 2021 with 
field leadership to gather input on the FEMA Qualification System. As a result 
of this session, FEMA officials said that they have developed qualification plans 
for cadres, conducted a field leader training analysis, and standardized coach- 
and-evaluator selection and activity. While these are positive actions, in order 
to address the complex and interrelated challenges we identified in our report, 
it will be important for FEMA to take a comprehensive approach and develop 
a plan that considers solutions that may cut across multiple systems and proc-
esses. 

• Recommendation 2.—The FEMA administrator should develop mechanisms, in-
cluding collecting relevant data, to assess how effectively FEMA’s disaster work-
force was deployed to meet mission needs in the field. 
Status.—DHS concurred with our recommendation. As of December 2021, ac-
cording to FEMA officials, the agency is making progress toward meeting the 
force structure targets it established in 2019 and has a process in place to mod-
ify the targets for certain cadres on an annual basis if needed. According to 
these officials, such modifications will be based in part on feedback they receive 
via continuous coordination with the field on how deployments are meeting mis-
sion needs. FEMA officials noted that this will help cadres improve staffing 
models to better reflect how many personnel are needed to meet field require-
ments, including how quickly those staff are needed to phase into disasters and 
for how long they are likely required to meet disasters of different scales and 
complexities. While implementing our recommendation could include similar in-
puts as this planning process, our recommendation is focused on FEMA system-
atically collecting feedback from field leadership and relevant data on the extent 
to which its deployment processes and decisions (e.g., number and timing of de-
ployments) met field needs during disasters. In its December 2021 update, 
FEMA officials stated the Field Operations Division works closely with the Na-
tional Preparedness Directorate, which routinely engages with both field leader-
ship and staff, during and after disasters, to solicit feedback, conduct analyses 
of field staffing challenges, and provide specific recommendations to programs 
for improvements. Officials also stated that one of the directorate’s data collec-
tion priorities is disaster workforce staffing. To satisfy the conditions of this rec-
ommendation, FEMA will need to provide evidence that it has established 
mechanisms—including collecting relevant data—that would allow the agency 
to assess how effectively FEMA’s disaster workforce was deployed to meet mis-
sion needs. 

• Recommendation 3.—The FEMA administrator should create a staff develop-
ment program for FEMA’s disaster workforce that, at a minimum, addresses ac-
cess to training, delivery of on-the-job training and mentoring, use of perform-
ance evaluations, and consistent developmental opportunities regardless of de-
ployment status. 
Status.—DHS concurred with our recommendation. FEMA has taken a number 
of steps to improve staff development. For example, to facilitate staff’s ability 
to take training outside of the requirements in their Position Task Books (e.g., 
refresher training, training related to their deployed responsibilities), FEMA 
stated that, in October 2020, it built a new mechanism into the Deployment 
Tracking System that allows cadre management to assign such training to em-
ployees so that they can register for these classes. FEMA officials noted that 
this will make training more accessible and allow staff to continuously improve 
their performance. Further, in its 2021 updates, FEMA stated that it has imple-
mented assessments that cadres can use to help ensure that coach-and-eval-
uators are effectively coaching disaster staff. FEMA also stated that it plans to 
facilitate virtual coach-and-evaluator deployments to maximize pairing opportu-
nities for staff who do not have available coach-and-evaluators to pair with in 
the Deployment Tracking System. In addition, FEMA has issued a Deployment 
Performance Evaluation Directive, which provides guidance to Temporary Duty 
Supervisors for conducting deployment performance reviews of disaster staff 
and addressing performance deficiencies. The deployment performance evalua-
tions are recorded in the Deployment Tracking System and use the same core 
competencies as those for full-time staff. FEMA stated that these evaluations 
will be a key part of the Reservist Performance Management Program, which 
establishes a process for providing annual performance appraisals for Reservists 
and assisting them in maintaining and improving performance. We will con-
tinue to monitor FEMA’s actions to assess the extent to which these actions con-
stitute an integrated and cohesive program to develop its disaster workforce. 

Question 4. GAO reported that FEMA faced staffing shortages during the 2017 
and 2018 disaster seasons, including shortages in its contracting workforce. Unfor-
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tunately, since those two seasons, the prevalence of disasters does not seem to be 
slowing down. Have these shortages continued since that time, and if so, how has 
FEMA responded? 

Answer. FEMA has steadily increased its total force numbers—including perma-
nent full-time staff, Cadre of On-Call Response Employees (CORE), and Reserv-
ists—in recent years, however we have not specifically assessed to what extent these 
increases have kept pace with the demands on FEMA. In response to a request from 
Chairman Thompson and Subcommittee Chairwoman Demings, we have recently 
initiated a review to identify whether staffing shortages have persisted. This review 
will also include an in-depth examination of FEMA’s hiring processes and initiatives 
and will address actions FEMA has taken to ensure it has the workforce needed to 
meet its various missions. 

Question 5. In 2020, GAO reported that FEMA does not adequately ensure staff 
development, such as providing training courses, on-the-job learning, coaching, and 
mentoring. This is especially true of Reservists, who make up a large percentage 
of FEMA’s disaster workforce. As FEMA continues to increase its workforce, how 
can it ensure that personnel are able to access timely and program-specific develop-
mental opportunities—on the job and when not deployed? 

Answer. In May 2020, we recommended that FEMA should create a staff develop-
ment program for its disaster workforce that, at a minimum, addresses access to 
training, delivery of on-the-job training and mentoring, use of performance evalua-
tions, and consistent developmental opportunities regardless of deployment status.14 
DHS concurred with our recommendation, and the status of FEMA’s efforts to im-
plement our recommendation is detailed in response to question 3 above. 

QUESTION FROM HONORABLE DIANA HARSHBARGER FOR CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE 

Question. In your view, would awarding FEMA contracts to contractors physically 
located near disaster sites produce favorable outcomes both by expediting the proc-
ess of getting boots on the ground and by providing work to residents affected by 
the disaster? Should FEMA consider updating their contracting processes to 
prioritize contractors located near the disaster site? 

Answer. Awarding contracts to contractors located near disasters is an important 
concept supported by statute and regulation. Specifically, the Post-Katrina Emer-
gency Management Reform Act of 2007 (Post-Katrina Act) amended the Stafford Act 
to provide a contracting preference for local vendors.15 The Stafford Act, as amend-
ed, contains mechanisms to provide Federal assistance to affected communities in 
the aftermath of a major disaster and jump-start the local economy through the 
award of contracts to local businesses in the disaster area. The act states, among 
other things, that agencies shall provide a contracting preference, to the extent fea-
sible and practicable, to organizations, firms, and individuals residing or doing busi-
ness primarily in the area affected by the major disaster or emergency. To this end, 
agencies may, for example, set aside contract awards so that only vendors residing 
or primarily doing business in the declared disaster area are allowed to compete for 
an award. Further, contracts not awarded to local vendors after a major disaster, 
such as if it is not feasible or practical, shall be justified in writing in the contract 
file. After the enactment of the Post-Katrina Act, changes were made to the Federal 
Acquisition Regulation (FAR) to implement provisions regarding the preference for 
local vendors when contracting for major disaster for emergency assistance activi-
ties. 

Although the contracting preference for agencies using local vendors in the after-
math of a major disaster is clear in statute and regulation, our past work identified 
challenges with FEMA’s use of local vendors. However, FEMA has subsequently im-
proved its guidance on these issues. Specifically, in September 2015 we found that 
some FEMA contracting officers were confused about how to define the area of a 
local area set-aside and we recommended that the FEMA administrator provide new 
or updated guidance to ensure contracting officers are aware of requirements con-
cerning how to contract with local vendors.16 DHS concurred, and updated guidance 
to reiterate the requirements and clarify how to determine the geographic area of 
a local area set-aside. Subsequently, in April 2019 we found that FEMA officials ac-
curately identified the set-aside area for 6 selected contracts awarded in response 
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to Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria.17 Additionally, as of 2021, FEMA included 
information on requirements related to contracting with local vendors following a 
major disaster, in both guidance and training that they provide to contracting offi-
cers. Specifically, FEMA’s 2020 Disaster Contracting Desk Guide and its disaster 
contract file verification toolkit—a checklist of steps for contracting officers to take 
prior to award—include requirements related to using local area set-asides or docu-
menting why using a local business may not be feasible. Further, local area set- 
asides were included as a training topic in FEMA’s annual disaster contracting 
webinar in 2020. Finally, FEMA included information on requirements related to 
contracting with local vendors and the disaster contract file verification toolkit in 
its recently published FEMA Acquisition Manual. 

While FEMA has clarified in its guidance requirements related to contracting 
with local vendors following major disasters, limitations in Government-wide guid-
ance on emergency acquisitions remain. In April 2019, we found that contracting 
and legal officials at FEMA and at the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) were 
unsure what or how much information was sufficient to determine that an offeror 
qualifies as a ‘‘local firm’’ under the FAR.18 Further, we found that USACE and 
FEMA applied the FAR criteria that contracting officers may consider to determine 
whether an offeror resides or primarily does business in the set-aside area dif-
ferently. We recommended that the administrator of the Office of Federal Procure-
ment Policy (OFPP) provide additional clarification on how contracting officers 
should determine whether offerors reside or primarily do business in a disaster area 
for the purposes of a local area set-aside contract. OFPP concurred with the rec-
ommendation and identified the Emergency Acquisition Guide, which was last up-
dated in 2011, as a vehicle to address the recommendation. As of May 2021 OFPP 
staff stated that the agency plans to update the Emergency Acquisition Guide to in-
clude information on how contracting officers should determine whether offerors re-
side or primarily do business in a disaster area, but did not provide a time line for 
doing so. Without clarifying guidance, contracting and legal officials will likely con-
tinue to have varying interpretations of the FAR criteria for determining that an 
offeror qualifies as a local firm, increasing the risk that an offeror may be consid-
ered local by some agencies, but not others. 

QUESTIONS FROM HONORABLE PETER MEIJER FOR CHRISTOPHER P. CURRIE 

Question 1a. Mr. Currie, in May 2020, GAO published a report citing critical chal-
lenges to FEMA’s disaster workforce. These challenges included staffing shortages, 
qualification concerns upon deployment, and a lack of development opportunities for 
staff. Could you please tell the committee what kind of risks these challenges pose 
to FEMA’s mission sets? 

Question 1b. Staff development plays a key role not only in ensuring disaster re-
sponses are properly staffed, but in retaining qualified staff for future response ef-
forts. Could you please explain to the committee the current challenges FEMA is 
facing in implementing further staff development opportunities? 

Answer. As we mentioned in our January 2022 testimony statement, staffing 
shortages, workforce qualification concerns upon deployment, and a lack of develop-
ment opportunities for staff pose risks to FEMA being able to achieve its mission 
of helping people before, during, and after disasters. Regarding risks posed by staff-
ing shortages, with an increase in the frequency and cost of disasters, and with 
FEMA simultaneously supporting numerous efforts outside of its normal core re-
sponsibilities, we are concerned that FEMA personnel may not be prepared to man-
age a catastrophic natural disaster or concurrent disasters. As for qualification con-
cerns upon deployment, FEMA planning managers noted that having staff inac-
curately designated as qualified in FEMA’s qualification system hindered FEMA’s 
ability to support mission needs and affected morale by adding to others’ workload. 
Finally, consistent and effective staff development is particularly important to help 
build the skills of staff who are qualified in the FEMA qualification system but un-
able to proficiently perform their duties and develop the large number of staff that 
FEMA has recently hired to meet its new disaster workforce targets. 

Regarding current challenges FEMA is facing in implementing further staff devel-
opment opportunities, we recommended in May 2020 that FEMA create a staff de-
velopment program for its disaster workforce.19 This staff development program 
should, at a minimum, address access to training, delivery of on-the-job training and 
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mentoring, use of performance evaluations, and developmental opportunities. Such 
a program would help FEMA ensure more consistent and comprehensive develop-
ment of the skills and abilities needed during deployments. FEMA has taken a num-
ber of steps in response to this recommendation, as detailed in response to Ranking 
Member John Katko’s third question, and we will continue to monitor FEMA’s ac-
tions to assess the extent to which these actions constitute an integrated and cohe-
sive program to develop its disaster workforce.20 

Question 2. Given the challenges the FEMA workforce has faced over the past few 
years, such as staff shortages and burn-out, what is the most critical step FEMA 
should take to ensure it can respond adequately to hurricanes and wildfires in 2022? 
Could you tell us, to your own knowledge, if FEMA has implemented this action? 

Answer. We believe that implementing key GAO recommendations related to 
FEMA’s disaster workforce is a critical step FEMA should take in ensuring that it 
can respond adequately to disasters in 2022 and beyond. We have designated two 
recommendations related to FEMA’s workforce as priority recommendations for 
DHS, meaning we believe they warrant priority attention and can substantially im-
prove or transform major Government programs or agencies.21 Specifically, FEMA 
should: (1) Develop a plan—with time frames and milestones and input from field 
leadership—to address identified challenges that have hindered FEMA’s ability to 
provide reliable and complete information to field leaders and managers about staff 
knowledge, skills, and abilities; and (2) develop mechanisms, including collecting rel-
evant data, to assess how effectively FEMA’s disaster workforce was deployed to 
meet mission needs in the field. Although FEMA has taken some steps to implement 
these two priority recommendations, it has not yet fully addressed them. We have 
provided a detailed status update for each recommendation in response to Ranking 
Member John Katko’s third question.22 

QUESTION FROM CHAIRWOMAN VAL DEMINGS FOR CARRA S. SIMS 23 24 

Question. The 2020 RAND report on harassment and discrimination in the FEMA 
[Federal Emergency Management Agency] workplace concludes that ‘‘One vital com-
ponent in organization change is measurement of the problem.’’25 To that end, I 
know the RAND Corporation conducted a follow-up survey of the FEMA workforce 
last year. What is the status of this follow-up survey and when do you expect to 
release your findings? 

Answer. We have fielded a second survey at FEMA. We are currently conducting 
this analysis and completing documentation. While we do not have an expected re-
lease date yet because the work is still in progress, we will share the published re-
port with the committee and its members as soon as it is complete, has gone 
through RAND’s rigorous quality assurance review, and has cleared FEMA and the 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS’s) public release review process. 

QUESTIONS FROM RANKING MEMBER JOHN KATKO FOR CARRA S. SIMS 

Question 1. In your opinion, what steps should FEMA be taking to effectively bal-
ance and respond to these priorities? 
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Answer. Our study did not speak to how FEMA should balance its priorities, 
though a reduction in harassment and discrimination would potentially facilitate 
staff retention and productivity. Our study did provide recommendations aimed at 
helping FEMA leadership make decisions about programming and policy responses 
to address harassment and discrimination in the workplace. In 2019, we offered sev-
eral recommendations to FEMA, including the following: 

1. Explore differences in culture and climate between offices that had low rates 
of civil rights violations and those with higher rates. 
2. Explore interventions with leaders at all levels to ensure that all understand 
how best to handle harassment and understand their responsibility to address 
it. 
3. Reduce barriers to reporting. 
4. Increase accountability and transparency in dealing with harassment and 
discrimination reports at all levels of leadership. 
5. Continue monitoring harassment and discrimination in the workforce. 

Question 2. During a Transportation and Infrastructure hearing last year, Admin-
istrator Criswell noted ‘‘many of our staff have been activated in support of COVID– 
19 [coronavirus disease 2019] response operations and numerous other disaster dec-
larations for over a year . . . ’’. How is employee morale and job performance im-
pacted when response personnel are continually redeployed from one disaster to the 
next? 

Answer. The question relates to how employees manage stress and well-being and 
maintain performance when they are assigned to one disaster after another with no 
rest period in between. Our study did not directly investigate the effects of COVID– 
19 and continual disaster deployment on morale at FEMA, or how employees man-
age stress and well-being and maintain performance. However, our study did sug-
gest that experiencing harassment and discrimination may reduce productivity and 
retention, while the broader literature suggests more-general wellness impacts. 

Other colleagues at RAND have examined the issue of workforce stress and resil-
ience. For example, experts have reviewed existing programs for the DHS workforce 
to support psychological health and resilience and have found a limited evidence 
base for most workplace psychological health interventions, as well as variation in 
access to services and the potential effectiveness of programs. Their recommenda-
tions suggest additional ways for DHS to move forward in ensuring its employees 
have access to evidence-based programs to support the response to the stressors 
they inevitably face.26 

Question 3. The RAND report states that FEMA asked you to determine the ex-
tent to which harassment and discrimination based on sex, gender, race, or ethnicity 
occurred in its entire workforce. How typical of a request is this—for an agency to 
request a self-assessment—and how does FEMA compare to other Federal agencies 
in this regard? 

Answer. This is not a typical request. In fact, FEMA is, to our knowledge, the first 
organization to request such information formally or informally without some exter-
nal requirement being instituted by Congress or by a class action lawsuit. By uti-
lizing independent expertise and publicly sharing this information, FEMA allows 
other organizations, both public and private, access to credible estimates and the 
opportunity to learn from its experience. 

The uniqueness of this request is actually why it is so difficult to provide com-
parators for the prevalence rates FEMA experienced in the year prior to the survey. 
Biennial Department of Defense (DoD) surveys and the 2016 U.S. Merit Systems 
Protection Board survey of Federal employees are among the exceptions. In DoD’s 
case, those surveys are actually mandated by law rather than organizational choice. 
Comparing Sexual Harassment at FEMA to Other Organizations 

Using a similar measurement approach, designed by the same team of RAND re-
searchers, DoD found that 24.2 percent of active-duty service women and 6.3 per-
cent of active-duty servicemen experienced sexual harassment in the past year. 
Compared to the annual estimates for FEMA employees (19.3 percent of female 
FEMA employees and 7.0 percent of male FEMA employees), the prevalence was 
higher for women in DoD and similar for men in DoD. 

The DoD workforce skews very young, which may explain the difference among 
women; younger adults are at higher risk than older adults. 

The U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board used a different survey measure of sex-
ual harassment than was used for the FEMA Workplace Support Survey and as-
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27 FEMA, Culture Improvement Action Plan, December 2020, p. 1, https://www.fema.gov/ 
sites/default/files/documents/femalculture-improvement-action-planl2020.pdf. 

28 FEMA, 2020, p. 14. 

sessed sexual harassment in the past 2 years rather than only the past year. Across 
the entire Federal workforce (including DoD), the U.S. Merit Systems Protection 
Board estimated that 20.9 percent of women were sexually harassed in the past 2 
years, while we estimated that 19.3 percent of FEMA women were sexually har-
assed in the past year. 
Comparing Racial/Ethnic Harassment at FEMA to Other Organizations 

Using a similar measurement approach, DoD found that 16.5 percent of active 
component service members experienced racial/ethnic harassment and 5.6 percent 
experienced racial/ethnic discrimination in the prior year. Compared to the annual 
estimates for FEMA employees (16.0 percent racial/ethnic harassment and 6.5 per-
cent racial/ethnic discrimination), the DoD estimates are similar. 

Question 4. The RAND report found that women were more likely to experience 
a civil rights violation; however, the rates of civil rights violations varied signifi-
cantly across offices. Specifically, women in FEMA Regional Offices and the Office 
of the Administrator reported the highest percentage of employees having experi-
enced a gender-based/sexual harassment violation. While I recognize that the report 
did not explore why some offices have higher prevalence rates than others, based 
on other findings in the report, do you have any thoughts on what might be causing 
these variations in rates? 

In your opinion, is this something that would be worth exploring in future re-
ports? 

Answer. We did not have the purview to explore this issue in depth, as you note. 
However, we did recommend that FEMA might wish to consider the issue with re-
gard to determining whether some offices had best practices that could be used more 
broadly across the organization. We suggested that policy and enforcement of norms 
of behavior might differ in offices with higher and lower rates of civil rights viola-
tions. However, we also noted that it would be important to consider demographic 
and employee characteristic differences of the offices that might be predictive of 
prevalence, to rule out the hypothesis that simple demographic or employment char-
acteristics account for the variation across offices. This is something that we think 
would be worth pursuing, but our study, including our follow-up, are not best suited 
to pursue these questions. 

Question 5. Dr. Sims, the RAND report describes findings from a survey fielded 
in 2019; to what extent is RAND or the Homeland Security Operational Analysis 
Center [HSOAC] planning on conducting follow-up to see if anything has changed 
in the past 2 years? Are you aware of actions that FEMA has taken because of your 
report? 

Answer. In response to our findings, FEMA published the Culture Improvement 
Action Plan, designed to ‘‘increase employee awareness of RAND survey results; pro-
vide transparent communication of workforce culture objectives, programs, and im-
provements and associated implementation time lines; [and] demonstrate continued 
leadership commitment to [FEMA’s] core values.’’27 The action plan included 3-, 
6-, and 12-month implementation plans for increasing: (1) Engagement and advo-
cacy, (2) training and education, (3) messaging and communications, (4) employee 
resources, (5) performance and accountability, and (6) monitoring and assessment. 
Together, these efforts were intended to ‘‘ensure FEMA remains a safe workplace 
free of harassment and discrimination.’’28 

In addition, to understand whether efforts to reduce prevalence are succeeding, 
FEMA asked HSOAC researchers to repeat the workforce survey 2 years after the 
first survey had been administered. We have fielded this second survey and are in 
the course of analyzing the results in order to complete that study prior to public 
release. 

Question 6a. Your testimony states that the RAND Corporation estimated that 29 
percent of FEMA employees experienced a sex- or race/ethnicity-based civil rights 
violation in the past year, with many of these employees reportedly experiencing 
both types of violations. 

What are some examples of such violations that occur most commonly within the 
FEMA workforce and how do these violations affect employee morale? 

Question 6b. In response to RAND’s report, FEMA issued a Culture Action Im-
provement Plan. What are your thoughts on this plan? Has this plan provided suffi-
cient initiatives or plans on how the agency should prevent and/or mitigate these 
types of violations? 
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29 In the full report, see Table 3.2 for additional gender-based/sexual inappropriate workplace 
behaviors, Table 6.1 for additional racial/ethnic harassment inappropriate workplace behaviors, 
and Table 6.3 for racial/ethnic discrimination inappropriate workplace behaviors. Note that 
Table 2 in this document does not show racial/ethnic discrimination inappropriate workplace be-
haviors because none of them were endorsed as frequently as the harassment behaviors. 

Answer. We used behaviorally-based survey measures to estimate the percentage 
of FEMA employees who had experienced at least one civil rights violation in the 
preceding year. These measures first documented inappropriate workplace behav-
iors, and then, where applicable, we followed these initial screening questions with 
questions to assess additional legal requirements necessary for these experiences to 
rise to the level of a civil rights violation, such as questions that assess persistence 
or whether most people would consider the behavior offensive—this last being the 
‘‘reasonable person’’ standard. For exemplars as to what types of behaviors civil 
rights violations included, in Table 1 and Table 2 we provide the top 5 most fre-
quently chosen example behaviors for gender-based/sexual behaviors and race/eth-
nicity-based behaviors, respectively.29 
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30 See Farris et al., 2020, pp. 77–78, for more in-depth description. 
31 FEMA, 2020, p. 1. 

We did not assess morale in our study. However, for an employee categorized as 
having experienced harassment or discrimination in the preceding year, the survey 
included an item that asked whether they had taken ‘‘a sick day or any other type 
of leave’’ as a consequence of the situation. The survey also included an item asking 
whether the upsetting situation made them want to quit. Although neither item as-
sesses morale directly, they provide a very basic indication of potential productivity 
and retention issues. Many victims indicated having used at least 1 leave day as 
a result of the situation, varying from 16.4 percent of racial/ethnic harassment vic-
tims to 39.9 percent of racial/ethnic discrimination victims. In addition, about one- 
third of employees who had experienced harassment (28.6 to 31.3 percent) indicated 
that the situation made them ‘‘want to quit.’’ Employees who had experienced dis-
crimination were twice as likely to want to leave their positions; nearly two-thirds 
indicated that the situation made them ‘‘want to quit’’ (57.8 to 65.3 percent).30 

As you note, FEMA published the Culture Improvement Action Plan, designed to 
‘‘increase employee awareness of RAND survey results; provide transparent commu-
nication of workforce culture objectives, programs, and improvements and associated 
implementation time lines; [and] demonstrate continued leadership commitment to 
[FEMA’s] core values.’’31 The action plan included 3-, 6-, and 12-month implementa-
tion plans for increasing: (1) Engagement and advocacy, (2) training and education, 
(3) messaging and communications, (4) employee resources, (5) performance and ac-
countability, and (6) monitoring and assessment. 

We did not assess this plan systematically and so cannot speak to specifics of its 
implementation. That said, as we noted in our report, a comprehensive and holistic 
set of interventions that incentivize professional and respectful workplace behavior 
can help leaders ensure that the FEMA work environment is one in which indi-
vidual tendencies toward negative behavior are suppressed. Certainly, as described, 
the intent of the plan appears to be to develop such a comprehensive and holistic 
set of interventions with an emphasis on transparency. 

I would note that the evidence base for exactly what recommendations to imple-
ment when you have a high rate of civil rights violations in an organization tends 
to be sparse. This means that specific and detailed recommendations are hard to 
come by in the literature, so interventions that appear reasonable and are paired 
with reasonable plans to assess how well they are working are key. To the extent 
that FEMA’s plans both seem reasonable and include a measurement component to 
make sure they are working rather than just providing liability protection, they are 
on the right track. If implementation of some aspects is less successful, trying some-
thing different should not be perceived as failure but rather FEMA being in the 
forefront of transparent efforts to alleviate its challenges. 

Question 7. The RAND report states that, ‘‘for each type of discrimination, 35 per-
cent or more indicated that they were subject to retaliation.’’ However, the report 
is unclear as to whether an evaluation of how supervisors handle these issues is a 
part of the performance review cycle. Since the publication of this report, do you 
know if FEMA has updated their performance evaluations to include this criteria? 

Answer. We do not have this information. A representative from FEMA would 
likely be able to speak to that issue. 

QUESTION FROM HONORABLE DIANA HARSHBARGER FOR CARRA S. SIMS 

Question. In your view, would awarding FEMA contracts to contractors physically 
located near disaster sites produce favorable outcomes both by expediting the proc-
ess of getting boots on the ground and by providing work to residents affected by 
the disaster? Should FEMA consider updating their contracting processes to 
prioritize contractors located near the disaster site? 

Answer. Our study did not speak to these issues, so this is not a question we 
would be able to answer. 

QUESTION FROM HONORABLE PETER MEIJER FOR CARRA S. SIMS 

Question. Given the challenges the FEMA workforce has faced over the past few 
years, such as staff shortages and burn-out, what is the most critical step FEMA 
should take to ensure it can respond adequately to hurricanes and wildfires in 2022? 
Could you tell us, to your own knowledge, if FEMA has implemented this action? 

Answer. Our study deals with harassment and discrimination rather than staffing 
or burn-out, although harassment and discrimination definitely have an impact on 
employee well-being and can affect retention. Given the scope of our study, and sug-
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32 See FEMA, 2020. 

gestions of challenges FEMA faces in the domains of employee climate for harass-
ment, perceptions surrounding employees’ reporting of civil rights violations, and 
subsequent retaliation, we recommended that FEMA ensure that leaders at all lev-
els know what to do with a report and have the tools at hand to take action (includ-
ing a familiarity and comfort with lower levels of sanctions, such as talking with 
the offender about appropriate behavior). We also suggested that FEMA track inter-
ventions to achieve these aims in order to determine whether they worked and in-
crease transparency surrounding these issues. 

FEMA has put a plan in place—the Culture Improvement Action Plan—to help 
implement changes,32 but the scope of our follow-on survey does not include assess-
ing that plan or its implementation. However, the public release of the plan itself 
does speak to an increase in transparency. For further details on the success of the 
implementation, I would recommend that you speak to FEMA. 

Æ 
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