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EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT 

AND PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES
Background

 Both the attacks of September 11, 2001 and the hurricanes in the fall of 2005 demonstrated what has been obvious in smaller or more localized emergencies for decades: that when people with disabilities are not carefully considered beforehand, their needs will be largely unmet and their civil rights unprotected during and after an emergency or disaster.  From first response to permanent re-establishment or relocation, many people with disabilities need continuous supports and services, including personal assistance, medication, assistive technology, service animals, special education, housing and medical care, without which their independence, health or lives may be endangered.  It is clear that these potential needs were seldom proactively considered by the emergency management community in years past.
Action Taken by Congress and the Administration

Federal Agencies – The hurricanes of 2005 were particularly damaging to people with disabilities, many of whom were left without the supports they needed to maintain any degree of independence or mobility whatsoever.  Many were displaced from their homes.  Many are still displaced.  Others did not survive.  Since that time, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), coordinating agency of the federal response, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the principal DHS agency to lead the efforts, have come under severe criticism for a lack of planning, sensitivity and coordination related to people with disabilities, as has the federally-chartered American Red Cross.  In the past two years, DHS and FEMA, along with other federal agencies, including the departments of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Health and Human Services (HHS), Transportation, Agriculture and Education have engaged in a number of efforts to improve identification of and supports to people who may need extra assistance or consideration during emergencies and disasters.  The American Red Cross has engaged in similar efforts related to its shelter and relief programs. 

Congress – Addressing the needs of people with disabilities became a significant focus during the waning days of the 109th Congress when the Post Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act of 2006 was passed as part of the Department of Defense Appropriations legislation. The Post Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act amended the country’s overarching emergency management law, the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act, and contained many provisions for equal and appropriate response to people with disabilities during emergencies and disasters, including the appointment of a Disability Coordinator in FEMA and mandates for inclusion of people with disabilities at every phase of emergency response planning and implementation at local, state and national levels. 

The 110th Congress is engaging in oversight activities related to many aspects of emergency management in the US, including the implementation of the disability provisions of the Post Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act.  These oversight activities and hearings are extremely important, as FEMA has already lagged behind on implementation timelines and on following the letter and the intent of the new law. 
The 110th Congress is also conducting essential oversight of the progress of the American Red Cross in meeting the needs of people with disabilities during emergencies and disasters.

Finally, the 110th Congress needs to address additional considerations that were left out of the Post Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act, such as adequate accessible housing as well as service coordination, legal assistance and counseling specifically tailored to people with disabilities and their families.  
Recommendations

The Congress should continue its oversight activities related to federal agency and American Red Cross response to the need for improvement in supports to people with disabilities during emergencies and disasters.

The Congress should pass legislation to amend the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act to further improve policies and procedures related to emergency management for people with disabilities, including:

· Requiring FEMA to develop guidelines to accommodate individuals with disabilities in shelters, recovery centers and other facilities;  

· Requiring that not less than 10% of direct housing assistance units are made accessible for persons with disabilities; 

· Requiring that people with disabilities are not re-institutionalized on anything except an emergency basis;

· Requiring disaster and post-disaster case management services specifically tailored to individuals with disabilities; 

· Requiring mental health and substance abuse counseling and other services tailored to people with disabilities; and

· Requiring free legal services provided by attorneys and advocates with disability expertise to protect the rights of people with disabilities during and after emergencies and disasters.
Relevant Committees
Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions (HELP) Committee

Senate and House Appropriations Subcommittees for the Department of Homeland Security

Senate and House Appropriations Subcommittees for the Department of Health and Human Services

House Committee on Homeland Security

House Committee on Government Reform
For more information, please contact The Arc and United Cerebral Palsy Disability Policy Collaboration (202) 783-2229, Association of University Centers on Disability (301) 588-8252, American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (202) 387-1968 or the National Association of Councils on Developmental Disabilities (703) 739-4400.
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