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Overview
Natural disaster assistance—helping communities be ready for and recover from events such as storms, 
earthquakes, and wildfires—involves an array of players from the public, for-profit, and nonprofit sectors. Central 
to those efforts is a complex intergovernmental partnership that is under stress from the increasing frequency 
and severity of losses and from budget constraints at all levels of government. The devastation wrought in 2017 
by hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria and wildfires in western states required unprecedented mobilizations to 
help communities in need: Local and state officials established shelters and activated emergency responders 
such as firefighters, police officers, and the National Guard; the federal government provided additional 
personnel, supplies, and funding. But addressing the immediate aftermath is just part of the job. Governments 
play a key role in all phases of disaster: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) leaders and other federal policymakers have expressed 
growing concern about the rising costs of natural disaster assistance. For example, FEMA’s public assistance (PA) 
program, which helps states and localities clear debris and rebuild infrastructure, had eight of its most expensive 
years in the decade between 2007 and 2016. 

Congress and the Trump administration are considering several options to address increasing federal spending 
on these events, but they are doing so without comprehensive data on the contributions made by state and local 
governments. Making policy decisions without all the relevant information could result in changes that simply 
shift spending from one level of government to another or miss opportunities to encourage investment at all 
levels that could help manage growth in the nation’s total costs. 

At the same time, state officials are concerned about not only rising costs but also federal proposals that do not 
reflect the full measure of their contributions. Wendy Smith-Reeve, deputy director of Arizona’s Department 
of Emergency and Military Affairs and past president of the National Emergency Management Association 
(NEMA), told The Washington Post in August 2017 that states need to do a better job showing the White House 
and Congress “what our investment is” for disasters. 

Sean Rayford/Getty Images

An Army National Guard member helps people off a transport vehicle near Georgetown, South Carolina, on Oct. 11, 2015, after the state 
experienced record rainfall.
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To begin to fill this data gap, The Pew Charitable Trusts surveyed state emergency managers and their staffs 
requesting information on 2012-16 spending for state-funded disaster assistance programs, expenditures related 
to federal programs, and federal reimbursements received. Pew then determined each state’s total disaster 
spending by adding the two spending categories and reducing that figure by the reported reimbursement amount. 
The researchers also held follow-up discussions with states to clarify and refine their responses. 

The key findings are:

 • Most states do not comprehensively track natural disaster spending. The episodic nature of disasters 
generally means that policymakers struggle to maintain a focus on tracking of costs. Further, data collection 
can be difficult because numerous state agencies participate in various aspects of disaster assistance and they 
often report information differently. 

 • State spending is highly variable. Twenty-three states responded to Pew’s survey. Although the 
comprehensiveness of their data differed substantially, the submissions provided important insights into the 
diversity of states’ disaster spending, especially those from eight of the states, which worked with Pew to 
provide more complete information than the rest. 

 •  Among those eight states, spending on state programs ranged from 93 percent of total state disaster 
spending in Delaware to zero in Wyoming. 

 •  Five of those eight states reported investing in their own programs that mirror major FEMA post-disaster 
assistance programs for local governments and individuals. For example, Ohio and Arizona spent $11.2 
million and $10.6 million, respectively, to help rebuild local infrastructure.

 •  Some states had their own mitigation programs—which reduce the damage from and cost of future 
disasters—such as North Dakota, which spent $226 million. Others reported spending on mitigation only 
as part of cost-sharing requirements for federal programs (states are obligated to pay a certain percentage 
of disaster expenditures to receive federal money).

 •  States take a range of approaches to sharing costs with local governments. For example, local governments 
in Pennsylvania must cover various percentages of federally required cost shares depending on the type of 
weather event, whereas in Oregon, locals are responsible for 100 percent.

Based on these findings, Pew recommends that state and federal policymakers make collecting comprehensive 
data a priority. Better data would inform debates about how much each level of government could pay and highlight 
opportunities to manage growth in overall costs. Gathering standardized information across numerous agencies 
within a state will require commitment from high-level officials, and getting data that are comparable across states 
will necessitate a coordinated national effort. Further, for that information to be most useful, it must be detailed 
enough to categorize spending by disaster phase, include specific information on mitigation (which research shows 
reduces future costs), and capture the ways in which states share costs with local governments.

Natural disaster spending is increasing, and experts expect that to continue, which in turn will spur more calls to address the 
distribution of expenditures across levels of government and to control rising overall costs. Any effort to adjust the federal-
state disaster funding relationship should be grounded in comprehensive information about current spending, including all 
relevant agencies involved in disaster assistance. Collecting this information would ensure a better understanding of federal, 
state, and local capacity to respond to emergencies and could help identify targeted cost-saving incentives. 

This report summarizes the complex nature of government disaster assistance funding and how rising federal 
costs are leading to calls for change, and outlines Pew’s findings and recommendations for improving the 
collection and usability of state spending data.
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The 4 Phases of a Disaster

 • Mitigation: Steps to reduce or eliminate the harmful consequences of disasters, such as 
retrofitting buildings and infrastructure, buying out property, establishing state hazard 
mitigation plans, building tornado safe rooms, and implementing building safety codes. 

 • Preparedness: A continuous process of planning, training, and organizing to identify 
threats, determine vulnerabilities, and muster the resources to deal with disasters when 
they strike. These may include contracting before an event, reaching agreements on mutual 
aid, inventorying state and local resources, raising public awareness and creating outreach 
campaigns, implementing readiness exercises, establishing warning systems, and drawing up 
state response and recovery plans. 

 • Response: Activities that address the immediate direct effects of a disaster, particularly 
by limiting loss of life, personal injury, and property damage, such as search and rescue, 
emergency food and shelter, medical care, shutting off contaminated water sources, and 
damage assessment.

 • Recovery: Short- and long-term activities designed to restore communities to normal or 
better conditions. Right after a disaster, this includes returning telecommunications and 
utility systems to minimum operating standards, managing debris, and adding staff for 
government assistance activities. In the post-disaster period, which can last several years, 
actions include reconstructing public infrastructure, providing redevelopment loans and legal 
assistance, and rebuilding communities.* 

*  Malcolm E. Baird, “The ‘Phases’ of Emergency Management: Background Paper,” University of Memphis (2010), table 
1, 16–19, http://www.memphis.edu/ifti/pdfs/cait_phases_of_emergency_mngt.pdf. 

A complex fiscal relationship among governments
A complex spending relationship underlies disaster assistance in the United States, involving all levels of 
government: local, state, and federal.1 The larger the natural disaster, the more likely all levels are to participate 
and spend significant amounts of money.2 And though major events that receive federal declarations get the 
most attention, state and local governments respond to many emergencies on their own. For example, the first 
responders are generally local governments using their own personnel and funding. But if the event exceeds that 
community’s capacity, the state steps in with its resources. 

When disaster costs become too expensive for state and local governments to manage, governors can, under 
the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford Act), request a presidential 
declaration, which allows the federal government to provide supplemental resources and reimbursements for 
state and local costs. (See Figure 1.) The president can issue two main types of declarations—emergency and 
major disaster. Emergency declarations support immediate protection of lives, property, public health, and safety, 
while major disaster declarations make emergency and long-term funding available for events that have “caused 
damage of such severity that it is beyond the combined capabilities of state and local governments to respond.”3 

http://www.memphis.edu/ifti/pdfs/cait_phases_of_emergency_mngt.pdf
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The funding relationship between the federal government and states is highly interdependent. Federal investment 
in disaster assistance provides states with additional resources and can reduce their costs for federally declared 
disasters. One of the factors federal officials consider when determining whether to declare a major disaster and 
provide federal funds is a state’s capacity to respond.4 

From federal fiscal years 2005 to 2014, all 50 states and the District of Columbia experienced disasters severe 
enough to trigger a federal emergency or major disaster declaration, including floods, hurricanes, severe storms, 
wildfires, and blizzards. Wyoming had the fewest, with just three declarations, and Oklahoma topped the list at 
36.5 A declaration can unlock an array of federal assistance from many departments and agencies. More than 

Figure 1

Natural Disaster Spending on Response and Recovery Is Highly 
Intertwined Across Levels of Government
Schematic representation of funding flows

Disaster
Disaster
response 

& recovery 

2 State government
When local government is overwhelmed, 
state government assists.

State aid

3 Federal government
When state and local governments are 
overwhelmed, federal government declares 
a major disaster and provides assistance.

Federal aid, e.g., 
public assistance grants

Local government
Response starts here.

1

Local funds State funds Federal funds

Notes: Funding flows are representative and reflect mainly post-disaster activity for a declared major disaster. They do not reflect funding 
amounts or the process for all federal and state programs. State and local funds include cost share payments related to federal programs.

Sources: Pew’s analysis of information from Jared T. Brown and Daniel J. Richardson, “FEMA’s Public Assistance Grant Program: Background 
and Considerations for Congress,” Congressional Research Service (2015), https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R43990.pdf; Government 
Accountability Office, “Budgeting for Disasters: Approaches to Budgeting for Disasters in Selected States” (2015), https://www.gao.gov/
products/GAO-15-424; and Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency, “Public Assistance Applicant Handbook” (2008), http://www.
pema.pa.gov/responseandrecovery/Disaster-Assistance/Documents/PAHandbook.pdf

© 2018 The Pew Charitable Trusts

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-424
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-424
http://www.pema.pa.gov/responseandrecovery/Disaster-Assistance/Documents/PAHandbook.pdf
http://www.pema.pa.gov/responseandrecovery/Disaster-Assistance/Documents/PAHandbook.pdf
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300 federal programs across 17 departments—including Homeland Security, which houses FEMA; Defense; 
Housing and Urban Development; Transportation; and Agriculture—together spent an average of $25.5 billion a 
year from 2005 to 2014 on disaster assistance after adjusting for inflation.6 

During the same period, federal support to states through the largest of these programs, FEMA’s PA program for 
infrastructure reconstruction, ranged from $9 million in Wyoming to $15 billion in Louisiana.7 Further, eight of the 
most expensive years on record for the PA program were in the decade from 2007 to 2016.8

FEMA’s Public Assistance Grant Program

The Federal Emergency Management Agency’s public assistance (PA) grant program is the 
agency’s largest disaster recovery program. Between federal fiscal years 2005 and 2014, it 
provided $45 billion in inflation-adjusted funds primarily to state and local governments to 
rebuild public infrastructure, with some portion available for mitigation projects.*

The PA program is extremely complex, requiring extensive coordination among federal, state, 
and local governments. FEMA evaluates state requests for presidential disaster declarations, 
which are required before the agency can provide PA funding, and makes recommendations 
to the president, who has ultimate discretion. States often conduct a preliminary damage 
assessment in collaboration with FEMA to determine whether a presidential declaration is 
warranted and whether a state qualifies for PA based on six factors:† 

1. Estimated cost of statewide damage to public infrastructure. FEMA generally uses a starting 
point of $1 million in damages or $1.46 per capita, whichever is greater.‡

2. Estimated cost of damage to public infrastructure in counties within the state. To be included 
in the declaration, a county must sustain per capita damage of at least $3.68.§ 

3. Insurance coverage held by state and local governments.

4. Extent to which mitigation activities reduced damages.

5. Whether the state has experienced multiple recent disasters.

6. Availability of other federal disaster assistance programs. 

Federal PA funding carries a cost share of 25 percent of recipients’ eligible expenditures. FEMA 
can cover more than 75 percent of costs if a governor makes, and the president approves, a 
specific request or if Congress directs the agency to do so.|| 

For major disasters that can be anticipated, such as hurricanes, some of the steps described 
above occur concurrently to facilitate prompt deployment of necessary resources at the local, 
state, and federal levels. 

* Pew's analysis of expenditure data from the Government Accountability Office, "Federal Disaster Assistance" 
(September 2016), http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-797. 

Continued on the next page.
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†  Federal Emergency Management Agency, “The Disaster Declaration Process,” accessed Nov. 3, 2017, https://www.
fema.gov/disaster-declaration-process.

‡  Notice of Adjustment of Statewide Per Capita Impact Indicator, 82 Fed. Reg. 47554 (Oct. 12, 2017), https://www.gpo.
gov/fdsys/granule/FR-2017-10-12/2017-22036. FEMA adjusts the per capita amount for inflation annually.

§  Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Public Assistance Per Capita Impact Indicator and Project Thresholds,” 
accessed Jan. 3, 2018, https://www.fema.gov/public-assistance-indicator-and-project-thresholds; Colorado Recovery 
and Resiliency Collaborative, “Local Government Guide to Recovery” (April 2017), 39, http://ccionline.org/download/
Guide-to-Recovery-v.2-FINAL-4.18.2017.pdf.

||  Jared T. Brown and Daniel J. Richardson, “FEMA’s Public Assistance Grant Program: Background and Considerations 
for Congress,” Congressional Research Service (2015), 14, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R43990.pdf.

Reducing federal spending
Given the increase in federal disaster spending, Congress, the Department of Homeland Security’s Office of 
Inspector General, and the Government Accountability Office have called on FEMA to find ways to address the 
growing costs of natural disasters.9 For example, in early 2017, the FEMA Reauthorization Act was reintroduced in 
the U.S. House of Representatives with a provision requiring a comprehensive study of and recommendations for 
cutting costs across all levels of government.10 In response to these demands for cost reductions, FEMA has been 
considering several options to change the federal-state fiscal relationship, such as providing incentives for states 
and localities to invest in mitigation projects that decrease the likelihood of damage to structures.11 

FEMA Administrator William B. “Brock” Long has repeatedly spoken about ensuring that states can handle their 
share of the costs, saying, for example: “We can’t afford to completely sustain or supplement programs through 
federal grants alone. … We have to have an honest conversation with states, with state and local governments, as 
to what is the right balance for sustaining programs in responding and recovery.”12

Among those concerned about rising costs, FEMA’s PA program has been a focus of attention and debate. One 
strategy that policymakers have discussed to reduce PA expenditures is increasing the threshold at which state 
costs would warrant a federal declaration and associated funding. Some experts argue that the threshold is too 
low and so has led to increased federal involvement in disaster assistance.13 

FEMA has proposed a “Public Assistance Deductible” as an alternative to increasing the cost threshold or 
state share. Under this proposal, the agency would make PA funding contingent on states’ first spending a 
predetermined amount of their own money—similar to an insurance deductible payment.14 In conjunction with 
this requirement, FEMA would lower the deductible for states that implement mitigation measures, such as 
new building codes that help minimize damage and establishing reserve funds to cover disaster expenses.15 The 
effect on state spending of the deductible proposal is less clear than that of raising the threshold—which would 
probably increase state expenditures. But in comments, many state stakeholders expressed concerns that the 
deductible proposal would increase costs.16 

As part of its focus on cost and damage reduction, FEMA has increasingly emphasized investments in mitigation, 
which have been shown to save an average of $6 in response and recovery spending for every $1 spent.17 In 2017, 

https://www.fema.gov/disaster-declaration-process
https://www.fema.gov/disaster-declaration-process
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/granule/FR-2017-10-12/2017-22036
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/granule/FR-2017-10-12/2017-22036
https://www.fema.gov/public-assistance-indicator-and-project-thresholds
http://ccionline.org/download/Guide-to-Recovery-v.2-FINAL-4.18.2017.pdf
http://ccionline.org/download/Guide-to-Recovery-v.2-FINAL-4.18.2017.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R43990.pdf
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the agency’s Federal Insurance and Mitigation Administration launched its “Mitigation Moonshot,” with the goal 
of quadrupling mitigation spending by federal, state, local, and tribal governments; corporations; nonprofits; and 
private foundations by 2023.18 And most recently, Congress included a provision in its 2018 bipartisan budget 
agreement allowing the president to increase the federal government’s share of recovery costs from 75 to 85 
percent for states that have invested in mitigation.19

Emily Kask/AFP/Getty Images

Jenna Fountain and her father, Kevin, guide a bucket through Hurricane Harvey floodwaters in Port Arthur, Texas, on Sept. 1, 2017.

State spending data missing from debate
Underlying much of the discussion and many federal reform proposals is the assumption that states are not 
contributing enough to disaster expenses. But this is difficult to assess because the available data on state 
spending are incomplete.

No single source provides comprehensive information about state spending. Some targeted efforts have yielded 
limited information about state budgeting, such as a 2015 GAO analysis that looked at practices of 10 states. In 
addition, NEMA produces a biennial study profiling state emergency management practices and how states fund 
selected programs and activities. Further, the National Association of State Budget Officers provided data on 
state disaster funds in its 2015 “Budget Processes in the States” report. However, missing from these studies is 
information on states’ actual expenditures by the many agencies involved in disaster assistance.20
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To fill this information gap, Pew undertook a project, in collaboration with NEMA and other stakeholders, in late 
2016 to collect data on state natural disaster spending for fiscal years 2012 through 2016. Using a standardized 
data collection tool, researchers asked state emergency management offices for information on: 

1. State program spending: Expenditures for state-funded programs and state disaster declarations. 

2. Federally related spending: Expenditures required to receive federal grants.

3. Reimbursements received: Federal funding provided to states to refund certain federally related spending. 

4. Details on spending, including agency and disaster phase.

Pew used these data to calculate each state’s total disaster spending, adding expenditures on state programs 
to federal cost shares, which were determined by subtracting reimbursements received from federally related 
spending.21 (See the technical appendix for more information on Pew’s data collection method and calculations.)

Challenges in state disaster spending data 
Pew received survey responses from 23 states, with varying levels of specificity. Eight of those states were able—
through discussions with and assistance from Pew—to refine their data to support a more detailed analysis.22 A 
study of these data and conversations with respondents and stakeholders revealed two major findings regarding 
the federal-state funding relationship: States do not comprehensively track natural disaster spending, and state 
spending is highly variable.

Most states do not comprehensively track natural disaster spending 
States face challenges in collecting complete and comparable disaster expenditure information, particularly 
coordinating record-keeping and reporting across many agencies and maintaining policymaker attention on 
tracking of disaster spending. However, Pew’s research did find that some states have structures in place that 
facilitate the tracking of quality data.

Multiple state agencies spend on disasters

As is the case with federal disaster spending, state disaster expenditures are generally spread across numerous 
agencies. State emergency management agencies are usually the largest players in natural disaster assistance, 
but various other departments may also be involved because of the many needs that arise, such as housing, 
health, environmental restoration, and economic development.23 States provided data on an array of entities, 
reflecting the breadth of statewide efforts in mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. (See Table 1.) 

Having spending information from all involved agencies is essential to getting a full picture of a state’s disaster 
expenditures. Respondents to Pew’s survey noted that collecting data from across state government was difficult 
but critical to showing the true extent of investments. As Greg Wilz, retired deputy director of North Dakota’s 
Department of Emergency Services, explained, “Our challenge is getting numbers from other agencies, and 
frankly, with the hundreds of millions of dollars that are funded from or through other agencies, we cannot tell the 
North Dakota story with just [the emergency management agency] numbers alone.”24
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Table 1

Broad Range of Departments Involved in Disasters
Count among 23 respondents reporting activities by state agency type

Agency Number of states

Emergency management/homeland security/military/public 
safety 23

Transportation 13

Conservation/natural resources/forestry 6

Human/social services 5

Health 4

Environmental protection 4

Business/economic development/commerce 2

Public works/water 2

Agriculture 1

Governor’s office (non-emergency management) 1

Housing 1

Justice/corrections 1

Revenue 1

State university system 1

Notes: States reporting data: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Iowa, Kansas, 
Maryland, Michigan, North Dakota, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Utah, Virginia, Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. The Colorado 
Department of Public Health and Environment and the Delaware Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Control house 
programs that fall under multiple agency categories. The reported spending for those programs is included in the counts for all relevant 
agency types. 

© 2018 The Pew Charitable Trusts

States spend their own funds for disasters that are within their capacity to manage (i.e., those that do not warrant 
a federal declaration), to match ongoing federal grants—such as FEMA’s Emergency Management Performance 
Grant (EMPG), which supports preparedness activities—and to provide the cost share for federal assistance after 
a federal declaration. But how they disburse and record those monies can differ for many reasons. For example, 
financial staff members from Colorado’s emergency management agency could view spending information 
for other departments via the statewide financial system but could not gather comprehensive, standardized 
data because each agency coded its expenditures differently. In Florida, by contrast, the Division of Emergency 
Management reimburses agencies for their costs using a central fund and therefore has comparatively uniform 
records of most disaster-related spending in the state.25 

Additionally, departments may track expenditures differently based on state or federal requirements, and some 
federal grant programs may be administered by state entities other than the emergency management agency. 
One state tracked expenditures by disaster declaration but not by year, limiting its ability to provide annual data, 
while another had recently changed accounting systems so it could not access historical data. 
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High-level attention and agency capacity are limited

Given the number of state agencies that provide some form of disaster assistance, comprehensive tracking would 
require a government-wide effort. But because disaster spending occurs episodically, it generally does not receive 
sustained attention from governors and state legislators who would need to lead such an endeavor. Most state 
policymakers recognize the importance of disaster preparedness, but they understandably direct most of their 
attention toward programs that require annual funding and make up the bulk of their budget, such as Medicaid 
and education. By comparison with these yearly commitments, knowing how much the state is investing in 
mitigation or may have to spend on the next emergency is simply not as pressing. 

State emergency management agencies typically have the broadest understanding of which departments 
are involved in disaster assistance and often have established partnerships with other agencies that could be 
leveraged as part of a statewide information-gathering effort. Even with these advantages, however, agency staff 
in many states struggled to complete the data collection during the allotted time because of immediate mission-
critical demands and resource constraints. For example, some agencies were busy responding to disasters or 
managing ongoing recovery efforts, and others were generally short-staffed and could not prioritize collecting 
and reporting the requested data.

Some states have coordinating bodies or processes that facilitate data collection

Some respondents in states were able to overcome certain challenges because their states had a coordinating 
body or centralized fund that enabled them to compile robust information. For example:

 • Ohio leveraged interdepartmental contacts and relationships created through its State Recovery Partners, a 
group of 29 state agencies that participate in FEMA’s long-term recovery activities.26 

 • Arizona had a reporting system in place through its interagency Emergency Council, which reviews all 
disasters costing more than $200,000. The state emergency management agency also provides the council 
with a quarterly audit report verifying allocations and expenditures for disasters still in the response and 
recovery phases.27

 • Michigan provided only a subset of the requested information, but department staff indicated that cross-
agency spending could potentially be tracked because the state’s division of emergency management and 
homeland security reimburses other state agencies for disaster-related expenditures from a centralized fund.28

State spending is highly variable
Despite the challenges to tracking, the 23 survey responses that Pew received were sufficiently robust to show 
that states differ in the amount and composition of their disaster spending.

Makeup of state spending varies

Among the eight states with the most complete data, expenditures for their own programs ranged widely over 
the five-year period, from 93 percent of total disaster spending in Delaware to zero in Wyoming, with the balance 
directed to federal cost shares. (See Table 2.) 
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Table 2

8 Respondents Made Substantially Different Investments  
in State Programs
State expenditures for own activities as a share of total disaster spending,  
state FY 2012-16

State State programs  
(% of total disaster spending)

Arizona 81

Arkansas -10*

Delaware 93

Maryland 53

Ohio 52

Pennsylvania 18

Wisconsin 58

Wyoming 0

*  Arkansas reported receiving more federal reimbursements than its combined state program and federally related spending during fiscal 
2012–16, which resulted in a negative percentage. The discrepancy is a function of the timing of the federal reimbursement process: The 
state was refunded during the study period for federally related spending that occurred before the start of the period.

Notes: Percentages reflect state program spending as a share of total state disaster spending. State program spending refers to states’ 
expenditures for their own programs and for state disaster declarations. Total disaster spending is the sum of state program spending and 
state cost shares for federal programs, which are calculated by subtracting federal reimbursements received from state spending related 
to federal programs. Because of the timing of the federal reimbursement process, some included reimbursements are for federally related 
spending that occurred before fiscal 2012, and some federally related spending was not yet reimbursed at the end of fiscal 2016. 

© 2018 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Many state programs mirror federal aid

Several states administer response and recovery programs for disasters that do not require federal intervention, 
most of which mirror FEMA’s PA program or its individual assistance (IA) program, which provides grants to 
families. NEMA’s 2016 biennial report found that 22 states operate their own PA programs and 10 run state-level 
IA programs.29 FEMA Administrator Long has said states should have “stand-alone individual assistance and public 
assistance programs” in addition to fully funding their emergency management agencies and rainy day funds.30

 • Among respondents to Pew’s survey, five states reported having their own PA programs to help local governments 
rebuild public infrastructure. Over the five-year study period, total spending on those programs was as follows: 

 • Arizona: $10.6 million.

 • Arkansas: $1.4 million.

 • Ohio: $11.2 million.

 • Pennsylvania: $6 million.

 • Wisconsin: $4.9 million.

 • Arkansas and Ohio also have state-level IA programs on which they spent $930,000 and $977,000, 
respectively, over those five years.
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Some states invest their own funds in mitigation 

Of the states that responded to Pew’s survey, most reported that the bulk of their mitigation spending was for 
cost shares required by federal programs such as FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (see “Primary Federal 
Grant Programs for Disaster Mitigation”), and some indicated no state-funded mitigation efforts. Additionally, in 
some states, local governments are responsible for the entirety of federal cost shares, meaning the state does not 
provide any of its own monies toward federal mitigation programs. 

However, several respondents reported state-level investments in hazard mitigation during the five years 
examined: 

 • Arkansas invested more than $10 million in a program that provides reimbursements to property owners for 
tornado safe rooms and assistance to local governments for infrastructure improvements. 

 • Iowa established a statewide Flood Mitigation Board in 2012, which disbursed nearly $49 million for municipal 
mitigation projects. 

 • North Dakota’s State Water Commission spent nearly $226 million to support local flood control and property 
acquisition projects.

 • Ohio spent $11 million on riverine flooding projects.

 • Oregon’s Seismic Rehabilitation Grant Program invested nearly $36 million in earthquake retrofits for public 
structures.

Primary Federal Grant Programs for Disaster Mitigation

The Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) aims to reduce loss of life and property 
damage from future natural disasters by providing funding to state and local governments for 
mitigation projects after a major disaster declaration. The amount of funding a state receives 
for a declaration is 7.5 to 15 percent of the total disaster aid that FEMA grants the state for that 
disaster. For states with enhanced hazard mitigation plans, the maximum rises to 20 percent. In 
either case, the amount of disaster aid used to calculate the percentage is capped at $35 billion. 
States are obligated to pay a 25 percent cost share in order to receive funding.* HMGP funding 
totaled $6.9 billion from 2007 to 2016.†

The Pre-Disaster Mitigation Grant Program (PDM) provides grants to state and local 
governments to reduce overall risk to individuals and property from future disasters. All states 
receive some funding annually through a formula, and states wanting additional money must 
submit proposals to a competitive review process.‡ Both categories have a required 25 percent 
cost share.§ Funding for PDM was $512 million from 2007 to 2016.||

Continued on the next page.
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The Flood Mitigation Assistance Program (FMA) aims to reduce or eliminate claims under 
the National Flood Insurance Program by providing competitive grants to state and local 
governments to develop plans and undertake projects to address flood risks.** Depending on 
the type of project, FEMA will cover between 75 and 100 percent of state costs.†† From 2007 to 
2016, funding for FMA was $844 million.‡‡

*  Natalie Paris Love, “FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Grant Program: Overview and Issues,” Congressional Research Service 
(2009), https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc700922/m1/1/high_res_d/R40471_2009Mar25.pdf. 

†  Pew's analysis of data from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, "Hazard Mitigation Assistance Projects," 
accessed April 25, 2018, https://www.fema.gov/openfema-dataset-hazard-mitigation-assistance-projects-v1. Based on 
inflation-adjusted obligations for the 50 states and the District of Columbia, using federal fiscal years.

‡  Francis X. McCarthy and Natalie Keegan, “FEMA’s Pre-Disaster Mitigation Program: Overview and Issues,” 
Congressional Research Service (2009), https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/RL34537.pdf.

§  Kim Rogers (pre-disaster mitigation program lead, federal insurance and mitigation administration, Federal Emergency 
Management Agency), email to The Pew Charitable Trusts, April 23, 2018.

||  Pew's analysis of data from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, "Hazard Mitigation Assistance Projects."

**  Diane P. Horn and Jared T. Brown, “Introduction to the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP),” Congressional 
Research Service (2018), 7–8, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R44593.pdf. 

††  Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Hazard Mitigation Assistance Guidance: Hazard Mitigation Grant 
Program, Pre-Disaster Mitigation Program, and Flood Mitigation Assistance Program” (2015), 27, https://www.fema.
gov/media-library-data/1424983165449-38f5dfc69c0bd4ea8a161e8bb7b79553/HMA_Guidance_022715_508.pdf.

‡‡  Pew's analysis of data from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, "Hazard Mitigation Assistance Projects."

State approaches to sharing costs with local governments 

Pew’s survey results align with previous research showing that states take many approaches to splitting 
cost shares for FEMA programs—as well as those from other federal agencies and departments—with local 
governments. For FEMA’s PA program, NEMA found that 40 states pay at least some of the match: Four states 
and the District of Columbia cover the whole amount, seven split it evenly with localities, 10 divide it unevenly, 
and the rest had other arrangements, such as in New Jersey, where state and local obligations are determined on 
a case-by-case basis.31 Survey respondents provided additional examples:

 • Pennsylvania pays all FEMA PA cost shares except those for snow-related events, which are covered by 
localities. 

 • In Oregon, local governments pay the entire federal cost share for FEMA’s PA program, but the match for the 
agency’s EMPG is split between the state and localities, according to the proportion of funding each receives. 
Several other states also used this approach to the EMPG.32 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R44593.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1424983165449-38f5dfc69c0bd4ea8a161e8bb7b79553/HMA_Guidance_022715_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1424983165449-38f5dfc69c0bd4ea8a161e8bb7b79553/HMA_Guidance_022715_508.pdf
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 • Similarly, states varied in how they divided with local governments the cost share (of up to 20 percent) for the 
Federal Highway Administration’s Emergency Relief program, which pays for disaster damages to major roads 
and highways.33 For example, in Ohio, the local share varies depending on the timeline of the specific project, 
whether the repairs are to state or local roadways, and case-by-case instances in which the state supports 
local projects. In Arizona, locals do not pay any portion for repairs that occur within 180 days of the disaster; 
after that time frame, they pay 5.3 percent.

Strategies to improve the available information
The lack of comprehensive expenditure tracking among states and the wide variation in spending have important 
implications for federal and state efforts to address rising natural disaster costs. Policymakers at all levels 
of government are missing information they need to make data-driven decisions about disaster assistance 
funding. Better tracking at the state level would reveal the extent of investments across agencies and phases 
of disaster; it would also support strategic decisions about funding of cost-saving mitigation measures. And if 
federal policymakers had thorough, reliable, comparable 50-state data, they would know how state expenditures 
align with federal goals and could anticipate how changes to federal policy would affect individual states. For 
example, the available data show that some states are already participating in the types of activities that FEMA is 
encouraging, such as independently funding state programs and mitigation. 

 Better tracking at the state level would reveal the extent of investments 
across agencies and phases of disaster; it would also support strategic 
decisions about funding of cost-saving mitigation measures. 

To meet federal and state informational needs, Pew recommends that policymakers at both levels of government 
make a commitment to improve data collection, document spending by disaster phase, and ensure that tracking 
efforts include local spending.

Commit to better data collection 
Because disaster spending is often spread across many state agencies, efforts to collect comprehensive, timely 
data will require sustained interest and commitment from high-level state policymakers—particularly governors 
and legislative leaders. Although state emergency management offices are the primary points of contact and the 
coordinating bodies for many disaster activities, they generally do not have authority to view or request spending 
information from other agencies. One state emergency management staff member noted that gathering, evaluating, 
and consolidating data from multiple agencies would require coordination from within the governor’s office. 

And although having a champion within state government is essential for data collection at the individual state level, 
acquiring comparable spending data from all 50 states would probably need to be a coordinated national effort. 

Track spending by phase, with a focus on mitigation 
Because states do not know how much they spend on disasters in total, they do not have a complete picture of their 
funding by phase and cannot accurately gauge their proactive mitigation investments versus post-disaster response 
and recovery expenditures. FEMA’s primary mitigation programs accounted for only 2 percent of federal funding 
committed to disasters between 2005 and 2014, but without comprehensive state-level data categorized by phase 
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of disaster, the percentage of individual—or all—states’ disaster spending that is dedicated to cost-saving mitigation 
measures cannot be calculated.34 States would benefit from collecting data that documents spending on pre-emptive 
activities, because research shows that every $1 invested in mitigation reduces future costs by $6 on average.35 

State spending data classified by disaster phase would also enable federal policymakers to accurately identify 
existing state activities that would qualify for federal incentives or advance strategic federal goals. For example, 
because FEMA’s Mitigation Moonshot aims to quadruple state mitigation investments by 2023, it needs a 
state-level investment benchmark against which to measure that goal. FEMA has also sought to encourage 
state-funded mitigation activities under the PA deductible proposal and in its 2018-22 strategic plan.36 Further, in 
early 2018, FEMA’s Mitigation Framework Leadership Group, a federal interagency coordinating body, released its 
National Mitigation Investment Strategy, which calls for the “vast majority” of mitigation efforts to come from the 
state and local levels.37 

Account for local spending
Although states are the principal gatekeepers for federal disaster funds and provide significant resources for 
response and recovery, local governments also commit critical funding for all phases of a disaster. Any attempt to 
collect state spending data should incorporate information about how states and local governments divide costs 
and how much each contributes because whether a state pays the entire cost share for federal programs, splits it 
with local governments, or pays no portion will be key to determining how proposed changes to federal funding 
will affect that state’s budget. For instance, if the federal government offered a reduced cost share as a reward 
for increased state-level mitigation investments, states in which local governments pay 100 percent of that cost 
share would receive no credit for that local spending. A more comprehensive view of how states handle these 
expenses in conjunction with their local partners is vital to well-informed policy change at the federal level.

Conclusion
In an era of increasingly expensive disasters, efforts to adjust the funding relationship among the federal, 
state, and local levels and manage growing costs through mitigation are likely to increase. However, Pew’s 
research shows that states are not comprehensively tracking their disaster spending. The limited available state 
data strongly indicate that these expenditures vary widely across states. Without complete data about state 
investments and local cost-sharing practices, any proposal tackling intergovernmental spending issues or cost 
reduction will be operating largely in the dark. 

As federal efforts take shape in the context of increasing expenditures on all disaster phases, a commitment from 
state and federal policymakers to collect and share comprehensive data is critical. Understanding the full scope 
of spending on natural disasters will help leaders at all levels of government as they work to control the growing 
costs of these events in dollars, property losses, and lives.

Technical appendix
The data collection tool used in this analysis was designed to capture state-level expenditures on natural disaster 
spending. It was distributed to all 50 states and the District of Columbia in December 2016. Because disaster 
spending is often spread out over several years, particularly for long-term recovery, Pew did not try to capture the 
costs of any specific disaster and instead asked for annual expenditures over the five-year period from 2012 to 
2016, with each state using its own fiscal year. 
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Initial scoping
In initiating the project, Pew undertook key research steps to better understand the topic area, policy landscape, 
and missing or fragmented data. Pew first reviewed available data and research from sources including the 
Government Accountability Office, Congressional Research Service, the National Emergency Management 
Association, the National Association of State Budget Officers, other research institutions and foundations, 
academic centers, and the insurance industry.

To narrow the research questions and develop the methodology for this report, Pew met in person or spoke by 
telephone with representatives from key organizations and federal and state government entities, including:

 • U.S. Office of Management and Budget

 • Federal Emergency Management Agency

 • Department of Housing and Urban Development

 • Small Business Administration

 • House Committee on Homeland Security Subcommittee on Emergency Preparedness, Response, and 
Communications

 • House Committee on Appropriations Subcommittee on Homeland Security

 • House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure Subcommittee on Economic Development, Public 
Buildings, and Emergency Management

 • House Committee on Financial Services

 • Senate Committee on Appropriations Subcommittee on Department of Homeland Security

 • Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Subcommittee on Federal Spending 
Oversight and Emergency Management

 • Senate Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs

 • Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs

 • National Governors Association

 • National Association of State Budget Officers

 • National Conference of State Legislatures

 • National Emergency Management Association

 • National Association of Counties

 • National League of Cities

 • International Association of Emergency Managers

 • University of Colorado: Natural Hazards Center

 • Harvard University: John F. Kennedy School of Government

 • Emergency management consultants
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Methodology
Data collection tool

Pew requested state spending data from fiscal 2012 through 2016 using a spreadsheet-based tool. (See 
“Spending request details.”) State emergency management agencies were the primary recipients and received an 
additional template tool for distribution to partner agencies to capture their spending data.

Pew worked with multiple state and federal policymakers to develop the data collection tool. These included 
FEMA, NEMA, and state directors of emergency management from California, Vermont, and Florida. 

Officials from approximately 20 Florida agencies, including the Division of Emergency Management, and the 
Departments of Education, Environmental Protection, and Veterans Affairs, provided feedback on the data 
collection tool, which helped improve its relevance and usability.

Pew identified a primary point of contact for each state—typically the emergency management director or a 
similar official—and prepopulated the state tools with publicly available data to the extent feasible. 

Joe Raedle/Getty Images

Wanda Sittig walks through floodwaters around her father's home on Aug. 19, 2016, in St. Amant, Louisiana.
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Tool submission and data clarification

The researchers reviewed the state submissions for incomplete responses, inconsistencies, and apparent data 
entry errors and returned annotated tools to the states. Pew then collaborated extensively with states that 
provided data via email communications, interviews, and in-person meetings through September 2017 to ensure 
the accuracy of the data provided. States verified the final data points included in this report.

Focus on natural disasters
Based on external consultation, Pew limited its state data collection to natural disasters. The Stafford Act covers 
“natural catastrophe[s] (including any hurricane, tornado, storm, high water, wind-driven water, tidal wave, tsunami, 
earthquake, volcanic eruption, landslide, mudslide, snowstorm, or drought), or, regardless of cause, any fire, flood, 
or explosion, in any part of the United States.”38 Therefore, states were instructed not to include spending on man-
made disasters, such as chemical spills or terrorist attacks, or public health disasters, such as disease outbreaks.

Spending request details 
As described above, Pew requested five fiscal years’ worth of data on state government spending on natural 
disasters, which it defined as:

Pew also asked respondents to categorize those expenditures into two groups: spending on state programs and 
spending related to federal funding requirements. 

State program spending 

States spend their own money on disaster-related activities that are separate from any federal effort. Pew’s 
request defined this type of spending as:

State-own expenditures on the four phases of disasters [are] defined as monies 
expended by the state government out of both operating and capital budgets, 
including spending from general revenue and any revenue collected in special fees. 
This does not include federal funds expended by state agencies at the state level (e.g., 
funding from U.S. HUD’s Community Development Block Grant), nor does it include 
local government spending.

State spending independent of or not eligible for federal reimbursement 

State-own expenditures independent of or not covered under a federal 
reimbursement program during the given state fiscal year. For example, state 
funds expended for a state-level mitigation grant program that receives no federal 
contribution or reimbursement.
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Approved for federal reimbursement

State-own expenditures approved for cost share reimbursement under a federal 
program during the given state fiscal year. For example, total state expenditures 
toward a project eligible for FEMA Public Assistance Grant Program reimbursement.

Federal reimbursements received

Federal funds received for approved costs incurred by a state department or agency 
related to a federal program during the given state fiscal year. For example, federal 
funds received to reimburse a state bureau or program for approved costs under 
FEMA’s Public Assistance Grant Program.

Agency function 

Survey participants should select the state agency’s primary purpose (such as 
housing, health and human services, transportation, economic development, 
environmental/natural resources, or public safety).

Federally related spending 

States also spend their own funds as a condition for receiving some federal assistance. Some federal programs are 
reimbursement-based, meaning that states must pay for disaster costs up front using their own money, and the federal 
government reimburses a portion of those expenditures at a future date. Pew’s request defined this type of spending as:

Because the federal government reimburses a portion of these expenditures, Pew also requested information on 
federal reimbursements received during the five-year period, defined as:

Pew estimated states’ cost shares by subtracting these reimbursements from the data provided under “approved for 
federal reimbursement.” Those figures are estimates because reimbursements are disbursed months or even years 
after the original state expenditures, so some federal reimbursements recorded in the tool were for spending that 
occurred before fiscal 2012, and some reported eligible spending was still unreimbursed at the end of fiscal 2016.

Intrastate transfers

Although the data collection tool requested information on interagency transfers, state spending numbers were 
not adjusted for what states reported under that category because fidelity of the data could not be verified. 
Reported interagency transfers were not significant, at just 1 percent of total recorded state spending. 

Definitions for additional details requested

Pew also requested details about the reported spending. The following categorical descriptions proved most 
useful and were included in this analysis:
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Local cost share

In some cases, local governments must contribute funding in order to receive state funds. 
Additionally, some programs require local governments to maintain a certain amount 
of reserves in order to receive state funds. Local matching or funding requirements may 
include “in-kind” funding. Note: While local spending is not the focus of this project, we 
have included a number of questions throughout the survey regarding the local role in 
state-funded disaster spending such as those described above.

Preparedness

Actions that involve a combination of planning, resources, training, exercising, and 
organizing to build, sustain, and improve operational capabilities to enhance the ability to 
deal with other phases of disasters—that is, to mitigate against, respond to, and recover 
from a disaster. Preparedness is a continuous process to identify threats, determine 
vulnerabilities, and identify required resources. Note: It may be difficult to disaggregate 
preparedness funding for natural disasters only. Please include all preparedness spending 
funded by your state and provide an explanation in the comments section.

Examples: pre-event contracting, participation in mutual aid agreements under the 
Emergency Management Assistance Compact, compiling state resource inventories, 
public awareness/outreach campaigns, mounting training exercises, installing warning 
systems, establishing state response and recovery plans, stockpiling vital food and 
medical supplies, establishing emergency operation centers, and mobilizing emergency 
personnel on a standby basis.

Mitigation

Actions taken to reduce or eliminate the probability of occurrence and severity of a 
disaster, as well as its impact to persons and property. 

Examples: retrofitting or removal of buildings or infrastructure against hazards such as 
earthquakes, high winds, or floods; land-use management; buyout and/or acquisition 
programs; establishing a state hazard mitigation plan; state-funded safe rooms; or state-
sponsored efforts to implement building safety codes.

Disaster phases

As guidance to states filling out the data collection tool, Pew provided definitions for each phase of disaster 
along with examples. These definitions were developed by combining definitions used by the National Governors 
Association, FEMA, state codes, and the National Fire Protection Association.
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Response

Activities that address the short-term, direct effects of an incident. Response includes 
immediate actions to save lives, protect property, and meet basic human needs. 
Response also includes the execution of emergency operations plans and of incident 
confinement or containment activities designed to limit the loss of life, personal injury, 
property damage, and other unfavorable outcomes.

Examples: search and rescue, emergency shelter, medical care, and mass feeding, as well 
as shutting off contaminated water supply sources, cordoning off and patrolling looting-
prone areas, and damage assessment. 

Recovery

Recovery activities begin right after a disaster and continue until all community systems 
return to normal or better. They include two sets of activities: Short-term recovery 
activities return vital life-support systems to minimum operating standards. Long-term 
recovery activities may continue for a number of years after a disaster. Their purpose 
is to return life to normal or improved levels (for example, redevelopment loans, legal 
assistance, and community planning). Recovery programs may include mitigation 
components designed to avoid damage from future incidents.

Examples: state-level public assistance, debris management, additional post-disaster 
staffing expenses, and state grant or loan programs.

Limitations
This research relied nearly exclusively on self-reported data and information from state officials. The researchers 
went to great lengths to develop clear and comprehensive data collection instruments, inspect responses for 
possible inaccuracies, and probe respondents for corrections, clarity, and explanation. But it was not possible for 
researchers to independently verify every data point. Additionally, state officials faced limitations in providing 
comprehensive data, as detailed in this report.

Responding states
The following 23 state emergency management offices provided at least some data in response to Pew’s request: 
Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Iowa, Kansas, 
Maryland, Michigan, North Dakota, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Utah, Virginia, Washington, Wisconsin, and 
Wyoming. Of these, Pew verified a core set of data points with eight of the state respondents: Arizona, Arkansas, 
Delaware, Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. Figures included in this report from other 
states were individually confirmed.
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Table A.1

8 States Provided More Complete Spending Figures 
Total nominal self-reported expenditures for FY 2012-16, in thousands of dollars

State State program 
spending*

Federally related 
spending†

Federal 
reimbursements 

received
Cost share‡ Total§

Arizona 21,582 95,307 90,246 5,060 26,643

Arkansas 13,033 36,350 184,244 (147,894) (134,861)

Delaware 46,419 20,948 17,310 3,638 50,057

Maryland 17,219 85,868 70,428 15,441 32,660

Ohio 43,020 257,645 217,228 40,417 83,437

Pennsylvania 17,462 185,862 107,011 78,851 96,313

Wisconsin 12,296 52,690 43,933 8,757 21,053

Wyoming 0 16,256 15,483 774 774

* Independent of federal programs or not eligible for federal reimbursement.

† Approved for federal reimbursement.

‡ Net state spending related to federal programs.

§ State program spending plus cost share.

© 2018 The Pew Charitable Trusts
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