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Low-income communities, rural areas, racial minorities, tribes, individuals with disabilities, seniors, 
and children are all more likely to experience the most devastating impacts of disasters.1   Today, all 
too often Federal assistance is more available to communities with means than to those who need it 
the most; a 2020 FEMA National Advisory Committee (NAC) report found Federal disaster relief 
programs “provide an additional boost to wealthy homeowners and others with less need, while lower-
income individuals and others sink further into poverty after disasters.”2 The NAC also went on to 
say that “[b]y perpetually assisting larger communities that already have considerable resources, the 
smaller, less resource-rich, less-affluent communities cannot access funding to appropriately prepare 
for a disaster, leading to inadequate response and recovery, and little opportunity for mitigation.”3 
The 2020 NAC report helped to explain a 2018 study which found that Black and Latino survivors in 
areas that received assistance lost wealth compared to their peers that did not experience a disaster.4     
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Often, disadvantaged communities face an uphill battle to navigate the complicated Federal assistance 
processes.5,6 Additionally, internal FEMA data analysis found that low-income survivors are less 
likely than more affluent people to receive crucial Federal emergency assistance.7  FEMA’s analysis 
found that low-income homeowners that survived disasters were denied financial assistance twice as 
often as high-income homeowners because of “insufficient damage” and that FEMA approved 
housing assistance to higher-income renters at a rate that was 23% higher than low-income renters.8  
 
The Biden Administration has prioritized addressing inequities in the Federal disaster management 
programs and last year, FEMA identified “instilling equity as a foundation of emergency 
management” as the first goal of its Agency strategic plan.9  The Biden  Administration has taken 
action to adjust documentation requirements for Federal disaster assistance in response to 
longstanding challenges that heirs, often people of color, face when seeking assistance10 and 
established the equity advisor position and Equity Enterprise Steering Group within FEMA.11  While 
these actions are positive developments, more must be done to ensure that FEMA can deliver on the 
Agency’s strategic vision of instilling equity as a foundation of emergency management.  To that end, 
the FEMA Equity Act would:   
 

• Improve FEMA’s data collection systems to better identify inequities within Agency 
programs, including barriers to access and disparate outcomes.  

 
• Direct FEMA to design and integrate criteria into all of their programs to increase equity, 

prioritizing programs that provide long-and short-term support for local governments, 
individual housing assistance, and mitigation funding to address disasters; 

 
• Empower local governments impacted by natural disasters to request an emergency or major 

disaster declaration in certain circumstances when requests are not submitted by the State;  
 

• Authorize in law FEMA’s Equity Enterprise Steering Group and the Equity Advisor to 
counsel the FEMA Administrator to increase equity across FEMA programs and policies; and  

 
• Direct GAO to examine the impact on underserved communities of FEMA’s requirements for 

authorizing emergency protective measures, debris removal, long-term repair, and 
construction work for States/territories, localities, and Tribes as well as individual assistance, 
including housing support.  
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