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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   Yet, all too 
often Federal disaster assistance does not reach communities in need.  In fact, 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 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  
 
Disadvantaged communities face an uphill battle to navigate the complicated Federal assistance 
processes.4,5 In fact, internal FEMA data analysis reflects that low-income survivors are less likely 
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than more affluent people to receive crucial Federal emergency assistance.6  Specifically, 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.7  
 
The Biden Administration has prioritized addressing inequities in the Federal disaster management 
programs and FEMA identified “instilling equity as a foundation of emergency management” as the 
first goal of its Agency strategic plan.8  The Biden Administration adjusted documentation 
requirements for Federal disaster assistance to address longstanding challenges that heirs, often 
people of color, face when seeking assistance.9 Its commitment to addressing inequities in disaster 
management is further reflected by the establishment of both an equity advisor position and Equity 
Enterprise Steering Group within FEMA.10  To build upon these efforts and help deliver on FEMA’s 
strategic vision of instilling equity as a foundation of emergency management, Reps. Thompson and 
Ramirez and Senator Warren introduced the FEMA Equity Act, along with Reps., Troy A. Carter, 
Sr., Dina Titus, and Brian Higgins, the co-chairs of the Disaster Equity and Building Resilience 
Caucus.  The legislation would:   
 

• Improve FEMA’s data collection systems to better identify inequities within its 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; 

 
• 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 the Government Accountability Office to examine the factors FEMA considers when 
evaluating requests for a major disaster or emergency declaration. 
 

In the 117th Congress, a previous version of the FEMA Equity Act (H.R. 7668/S. 4159) was approved 
by the House of Representatives during consideration of the Fiscal Year 2023 National Defense 
Authorization Act (H.R. 7900). 
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