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May 9, 2006  
Bipartisan Legislation Designed To Strengthen FEMA & Remove It From Homeland Security Introduced Today

        Washington, D.C. – Bipartisan legislation that will strengthen the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and restore it as an independent agency was introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives today.

        The “RESPOND Act: Restoring Emergency Services to Protect Our Nation from Disasters Act” was introduced today by:

· U.S. Rep. Don Young (R-Alaska), Chairman, Transportation and Infrastructure Committee 

· U.S. Rep. Tom Davis (R-VA), Chairman, Government Reform Committee and Chairman of the Select Bipartisan Committee to Investigate the Preparation for and Response to Hurricane Katrina 

· U.S. Rep. James Oberstar (D-MN), Ranking Democrat, Transportation and Infrastructure Committee 

· U.S. Rep. Bill Shuster (R-PA), Chairman, Economic Development, Public Buildings and Emergency Management Subcommittee 

· U.S. Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-DC), Ranking Democrat, Economic Development, Public Buildings and Emergency Management Subcommittee 

        “Putting FEMA, which was once a nimble 2,500-person agency, into a massive bureaucracy of 190,000 workers was a major mistake,” said Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Chairman Young.  “Congress created the Department of Homeland Security to prevent terrorism – and FEMA’s mission of preparing for all types of disasters was neglected by the Department.

        “As a result, in two short years, FEMA went from being one of the most effective and respected Federal agencies into what we saw during Hurricane Katrina.

        “Previously, FEMA had a track record of effectiveness.  FEMA responded effectively to natural disasters, like the Northridge earthquake and the Midwest floods in 1993.  It also responded well to terrorist attacks, like the Oklahoma City bombing and the attacks of 9-11.

        “Our bill will restore FEMA as it once was, make it a cabinet-level agency, and make it stronger,” Young said.

        “The nation needs a nimble, finely honed, visible, and accountable preparedness and response agency,” said Government Reform Committee Chairman Tom Davis. “An independent, cabinet-level FEMA will bring clarity and focus – year round – to federal emergency response efforts, and would leave no question about who’s in charge of coordinating disaster responses.”

        “The bill we introduce today will help FEMA get back on track,” said Ranking Democrat James Oberstar.  “By establishing FEMA as a cabinet-level, independent agency in the executive branch, the bill ensures that FEMA is not trapped in a massive department in which the Director of FEMA must work through levels of bureaucracy before taking appropriate action.

        “We also ensure that FEMA’s core functions of preparedness, response, recovery and mitigation activities will once again coexist and work to complement each other in an independent FEMA, and not be separated and dismantled as they have been in the Department of Homeland Security,” Oberstar said.

        “Chairman Davis’ Katrina investigation and Chairman Young’s committee oversight have led us to the conclusion that we must restore FEMA as an independent cabinet level agency, greatly strengthen FEMA, and create a national system to improve emergency preparedness at all levels of government,” said Emergency Management Subcommittee Chairman Bill Shuster.  

        “Simply re-tooling FEMA will not solve the problem. We need comprehensive reform of the nation’s emergency management system.  

        “Today we have a failed model of disaster management at DHS.  This is the lesson of Katrina.  Fortunately we have a proven model of success on which to build.  When FEMA was a strong, independent agency that was staffed by professionals and spoke for the President it responded well to both natural disasters and terrorists attacks.

        “We know what the solution is.  What we need now is the political will to act,” said Shuster.

        "FEMA has suffered rather than benefited from its absorption into DHS.  Although the exact numbers are disputed, the agency’s core budget for disaster preparedness has been cut every year since it went into DHS.  Its staff has been reduced by 500 positions," said Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton, Ranking Democrat, Economic Development, Public Buildings and Emergency Management Subcommittee. 

        "FEMA has apparently regressed to the hapless and inefficient agency it was before James Lee Witt, the first career disaster specialist to head FEMA in 1993, reorganized and energized the agency and was praised for FEMA’s recovery response at the time.  

        "The RESPOND Act will restore vital functions to FEMA and will strengthen and enhance it in an effort to give our nation the best and most effective national emergency management system.  The rebuilding of FEMA cannot start until it is born again as the independent agency we now know it can become again." 

The RESPOND Act Of 2006
Restoring Emergency Services To Protect Our Nation From Disasters Act Of 2006
Establishes FEMA As A Cabinet Level Agency
· Restores FEMA’s independence and elevates it to a cabinet level agency. 

· Allows FEMA to lead and coordinate the federal efforts to prepare for, respond to, recover from, and mitigate against the effects of all major disasters and other emergencies. 

· Creates professional qualifications for the director and deputy director, and employs strategies to strengthen and enhance FEMA’s workforce.  

· Establishes an office of Inspector General. 

Strengthens FEMA’s Capabilities
· Authorizes development of a comprehensive catastrophic planning program. 

· Establishes a minimum of three national response teams and sufficient regional and other response teams as necessary with dedicated communications equipment, training, and exercise. 

· Requires FEMA to maintain and operate a national emergency operations center and regional emergency operation centers to support response operations. 

· Requires development of a 21st century FEMA logistics system to ensure efficient and flexible delivery of goods necessary for effective emergency response. 

· Requires FEMA to establish the communications capability necessary to gain situational awareness and incident management during major disasters and emergencies. 

· Creates a grant program for state and local governments to improve response capabilities. 

· Requires oversight activities to prevent fraud, waste, and abuse. 

· Requires FEMA to develop a comprehensive human capitol strategy for FEMA and provides targeted flexibilities to enable FEMA to recruit and retain a top-notch workforce. 

Establishes A Comprehensive Emergency Preparedness System
· Establishes the National Emergency Preparedness Goal (NEPG) to define the target level of preparedness, and the National Emergency Preparedness System (NEPS) to ensure the nation is prepared to respond to, recover from, and mitigate against the effects of all hazards. 

· Requires development of equipment standards, a coordinated and comprehensive training program and training standards, and a coordinated multi-year exercise program. 

· Requires the director to establish a comprehensive system of performance measures to assess the nation’s overall emergency preparedness. 

· Requires the director to establish a system for identifying best practices, conducting after action reviews, and continually refining the NEPS. 

· Establishes the National Incident Management System (NIMS) as the nation’s consistent approach to domestic incident management for all hazards, and designates the FEMA director as responsible for all aspects of NIMS.  

· Designates the FEMA director as responsible for all aspects of the National Response Plan (NRP), requires development of pre-scripted NRP mission assignments with major federal agencies, and ensures federal departments and agencies comply with the NIMS and the NRP. 

· Incorporates professional state and local input at all stages of the NEPS development, particularly during the early stages.  

· Authorizes a program to assist state and local governments in implementation of the NEPS. 
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