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Why GAO Did This Study

Hurricane Katrina illustrated that
effective preparation and response
to a catastrophe requires a joint
effort between federal, state, and
local government. The Department
of Homeland Security (DHS),
through the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA), is
responsible for heading the joint
effort. In January 2008, DHS
released the National Response
Framework (NRF), a revision of
the 2004 National Response Plan
(2004 Plan), the national
preparation plan for all hazards. In
response to the explanatory
statement to the Consolidated
Appropriations Act of 2008 and as
discussed with congressional
committees, this report evaluates
the extent to which (1) DHS
collaborated with non-federal
stakeholders in revising and
updating the 2004 Plan into the
2008 NRF and (2) FEMA has
developed policies and procedures
for managing future NRF revisions.
To accomplish these objectives,
GAO reviewed DHS and FEMA
documents related to the revision
process, analyzed the relevant
statutes, and interviewed federal
and non-federal officials who held
key positions in the revision
process.

What GAO Recommends

GAO recommends that FEMA
develop policies and procedures
that guide how future revision
processes will occur, particularly
for collaborating with non-federal
stakeholders.

FEMA concurred with our
recommendation.

To view the full product, including the scope
and methodology, click on GAO-08-768.

For more information, contact William Jenkins
at (202) 512-8757 or JenkinsWO @gao.gov.

NATIONAL RESPONSE FRAMEWORK

FEMA Needs Policies and Procedures to Better
Integrate Non-Federal Stakeholders in the Revision
Process

What GAO Found

While DHS included non-federal stakeholders—state, local, and tribal
governments, nongovernmental organizations, and the private sector—in the
initial and final stages of revising the 2004 Plan into the NRF, it did not
collaborate with these stakeholders as fully as it originally planned or as
required by the October 2006 Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform
Act (Post-Katrina Act). As the revision process began in 2006, DHS involved
both federal and non-federal stakeholders by soliciting and incorporating their
input in determining the key revision issues and developing the first draft in
April 2007. However, after this first draft was completed, DHS deviated from
its revision work plan by conducting a closed, internal federal review of the
draft rather than releasing it for stakeholder comment because the draft
required further modifications DHS considered necessary. DHS limited
communication with non-federal stakeholders until it released a draft for
public comment 5 months later on September 10, 2007. The following day,
non-federal stakeholders testified at a congressional hearing that DHS had
shut them out during that 5-month period. In addition, the Post-Katrina Act
required that DHS establish a National Advisory Council (NAC) for the FEMA
Administrator by December 2006 to, among other things, incorporate non-
federal stakeholders’ input in the revision process. However, FEMA stated the
necessary time to select quality NAC members required additional time, and
FEMA did not announce the NAC’s membership until June 2007. The NAC did
not provide comments on a revision draft until one month before DHS
publicly released the final NRF in January 2008.

FEMA anticipates that the NRF will be revised in the future; however, FEMA
does not have policies or procedures in place to guide this process or ensure a
collaborative partnership with stakeholders. FEMA has emphasized the
importance of partnering with relevant stakeholders to effectively prepare for
and respond to major and catastrophic disasters, and the Congress, through
the Post-Katrina Act, requires such partnership. In addition, the Standards for
Internal Controls in the Federal Government calls for policies and
procedures that establish regular communication with stakeholders and
monitor performance over time as essential for achieving desired program
goals. Furthermore, previous GAO work on the Department of Defense’s civil
support plans and the administration’s national pandemic influenza
implementation plan has shown the need for participation of state and local
Jjurisdictions in emergency planning. Especially in view of a new
administration, the experience of the previous revision process illustrates the
importance of collaborating with stakeholders in revising a plan that relies on
them for its successful implementation. While the NRF is published by DHS, it
belongs to the nation’s emergency response community. Developing such
policies and procedures is essential for ensuring that FEMA attains the Post-
Katrina Act’s goal of partnering with non-federal stakeholders in building the
nation’s emergency management system, including the periodic review and
revision of the NRF.
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