Wnited States Senate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

March 6, 2018

William B. Long
Administrator

Federal Emergency Management Agency
500 C. Street S.W.

Dear Administrator Long,

We write today to request information regarding the Federal Emergency Management
Agency’s (FEMA) plans to prepare for the upcoming hurricane season, following the devastation
in Florida, Texas, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands caused by Hurricanes Harvey, Irma,
and Maria.

Hurricane Harvey hit Texas on August 25. 2017, causing the temporary displacement of
nearly 39.000 residents across Texas and Louisiana, $125 billion in damage. and a total of 103
deaths.! Within weeks, two powerful hurricanes—Irma and Maria—struck the U.S. Virgin
Islands, Puerto Rico, and Florida. The storms caused widespread destruction, particularly in the
U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico, including persistent and ongoing power outages and
widespread damage affecting the availability of housing, medical services, and clean water.’

There remains much to be done to support the short- and long-term recovery of the U.S.
Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico. Months after the landfalls of Hurricanes Irma and Maria, more
than 400,000 Puerto Ricans are still without power.® Access to clean water remains unavailable
for tens of thousands of Puerto Rico residents.® Much of the island’s infrastructure remains
crippled or in disarray, leading to the threatened closure of hundreds of schools and foreclosure
of thousands of homes.? The healthcare system in the U.S. Virgin Islands remains fragile, and
medical providers are operating with limited capacity. In St. Thomas, the structural damage to
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medicaleproviders are operating with limited capacity. In St. Thomas, the structural damage to
the island’s only hospital has forced a significant decrease in services and available beds for
patient care.® St. Croix’s only hospital similarly suffered extensive damage to its operating
rooms. Power wasn’t fully restored to the Virgin Islands until January 9, nearly four months after
Hurricane Irma.’

In addition, state and local officials in Texas and Florida have expressed concerns about
the lack of preparations made for the upcoming hurricane season.® These officials raised
concerns about the accessibility and safety of current and prospective shelters, ability of residents
to return to their homes following disasters, and resources for rebuilding public agencies in small
cities and rural areas.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) ranked Hurricanes
Harvey, Maria, and Irma as the second, third, and fifth most costly hurricanes on record,
respectively.® Overall, projections indicate that they will cost the country approximately $265
billion, higher than the previous record of $159 billion in 2005 dollars.'°

Unfortunately, hurricanes like Harvey, Maria, and Irma are likely to become more
common as climate change causes hurricanes to become more intense, carry more rain, and cause
worse flooding due to sea level rise and warmer water temperatures.'! According to NOAA, 2017
was the seventh most active season on record and was the most active season since 2005.
Scientists predict that this type of destruction will continue in future years, making advanced
planning and preparations for frequent and stronger hurricanes both prudent and necessary. And
early projections suggest that the 2018 hurricane season—which runs from June 1 through
November 30—could be as active, if not more active, than the 2017 season.!?
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On a January 31, 2018 call with congressional staff, FEMA officials indicated that the
agency is in the process of stockpiling commodities, including non-perishable food and water, in
Puerto Rico to prepare for the upcoming hurricane season. We were pleased to hear that FEMA
is working to prepare for future hurricanes, and are interested in gaining a more detailed
understanding of the steps that the agency is taking to ready Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands,
and other parts of the country for the 2018 hurricane season. Therefore, we ask that you respond
to the following questions by March 19, 2018, as well as provide a staff-level briefing on these
issues no later than March 21, 2018.

1. Please provide a description of the steps that FEMA is currently taking to prepare the
country for the 2018 hurricane season. How will FEMA’s experience during the 2017
hurricane season inform its preparation for the 2018 season? What specific changes in
policy or protocol have been made by FEMA following the 2017 hurricane season?

2. Please provide a description of the steps that FEMA is taking to prepare Puerto Rico, the
U.S. Virgin Islands, and other regions threatened by hurricanes for the upcoming
hurricane season. What commodities—including food, water, generators, cots, blankets,
tarps and blue roofs, and first aid supplies—does FEMA plan to pre-position in advance
of June 1?

3. Please provide a description of the steps that FEMA is taking to prepare Puerto Rico, the
U.S. Virgin Islands, and other regions threatened by hurricanes for any short- or long-
term damage or inaccessibility to physical and electronic communications infrastructure
in the upcoming hurricane season. How does FEMA intend to adjust its processes for
disaster assistance in the event of such communications infrastructure damage?'3

4. Please provide a description of the steps that FEMA is taking to prepare Puerto Rico, the
U.S. Virgin Islands, and other regions threatened by hurricanes for any short- or long-
term damage or inaccessibility to healthcare and other emergency assistance facilities.

5. Based on FEMA’s experience during the 2017 hurricane season, what steps is the agency
taking to further reduce the time it takes to provide relief to hurricane-affected regions?

6. To respond to a large number of natural disasters in 2017, including Hurricanes Harvey,
Irma, and Maria, many FEMA employees were required to work overtime. Federal law,
however, caps the amount of overtime, or “premium pay,” that executive branch
employees can receive annually. As a result, a number of FEMA employees were faced
with the possibility that their hard-earned overtime would be clawed back or withheld.!*
Congress chose to retroactively lift federal overtime caps in 2017 for FEMA employees
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who fought natural disasters in 2017'°>—but if FEMA employees face a similarly active
hurricane season in 2018, they could face similar limitations on overtime pay. Please
provide a description of how FEMA is planning to address the provision of overtime
payments for additional relief work, following issues during this most recent hurricane
season associated with federal premium pay caps and worker compensation.'®

7. The world will continue to experience more severe weather events due to climate change.
What steps is FEMA taking to prepare proactively for this increase in severe weather
events? Does the agency believe it has adequate funding to scale up its response to
natural disasters as severe weather events increase?

8. Please provide a description of how FEMA is planning to address the provision of
federal emergency contractors, following reports!” of multiple FEMA contractors failing
to deliver lifesaving assistance to hurricane victims and the opening of an official review
by the Department of Homeland Security Inspector General’s Office of FEMA’s
contracting processes.

Sincerely,

M
Elizapeth Warren Richard Blumenthal
Uniteld States Senator United States Senator
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