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Primer for Understanding the Federal Disaster Declaration Process 
 
Since 2000 an average of one disaster declaration has occurred on a weekly basis.  However, few communities 
and individuals understand the federal declaration process.  This document will serve as a brief primer to the 
federal declaration process, and does not address long-term economic recovery needs that are required after an 
emergency response.  
 
Passed in 1988 the Robert T. Stafford Act Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford Act) enacted 
to assist state and local governments and individuals when the response is beyond the capability of those 
governments to effectively manage the response.  The Federal Emergency Management Agency (now a part of 
Homeland Security) is governed by the Stafford Act.  
 
 The Disaster Declaration Process is activated by the following: 
 

1. The Governor (s) of the affected state(s) must request a disaster declaration by the President. 
2. The Governor’s request is made through the FEMA Regional Office (there are ten across the country). 
3. At the FEMA Regional Office state and federal officials conduct a Preliminary Damage Assessment 

(PDA) to estimate the extent of potential damage and its impact on public facilities and individuals.   
4. The PDA demonstrates that the forthcoming event is such that effective response is beyond the 

capabilities of local and state governments and that federal assistance is required. 
5. A PDA can be submitted after a disaster with little or no warning occurs, but a PDA is normally 

submitted with the request for a Presidential Disaster Declaration. 
6. The Governor’s request for a Presidential Disaster Declaration automatically puts into play the State’s 

Emergency Operation Plan and the Governor discloses to the federal agencies the state’s resources that 
have already, or will be, dedicated to the emergency response effort.  Also, at this point the Governor 
verifies that all state and local obligations will comply with all applicable cost-sharing requirements. 

7. The state’s resources committed to the effort must be significant. 

Types of Assistance: 
 
FEMA Assistance falls into three (3) categories and not all programs are activated for every disaster.   

I. Individual Assistance – aid to families and households.  Eligible projects include temporary housing; 
repair, replacement, permanent housing construction and other needs.   This program provides 
financial aid and services in the declared area whose property has been damaged or destroyed and 
whose losses are not covered by insurance. 
 
SBA Disaster Loan Program is the primary source of disaster assistance for many families and 
households.  
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Other programs include: disaster unemployment insurance, legal services, special tax considerations, 
crisis counseling—all programs have parameters for eligibility. 

 
II. Public Assistance—aid for repair, restoration, reconstruction, or replacement of public facilities and /or 

infrastructure.  
 
 State and local governments (and any other political subdivision); Native American Tribes; Alaska 
Native Villages; and some private non-profit organizations are eligible for this program. 
 
As soon as practical after the disaster, “Applicants Briefing for the State” occurs.  These briefings 
occur with state and federal officials to provide the applicable aid that is available and instructions 
for application.  Request for public assistance must be filed within thirty (30) days after an area is 
designated for federal assistance. 
 
Public Assistance Projects fall into seven (7) categories: 
 Debris Removal 
 Emergency Protective Measures 
 Road Systems and Bridges 
 Water Control Facilities 
 Public Buildings and Contents 
 Public Utilities 
 Parks, Recreation, and Other 
 
FEMA reviews and approves and obligates the federal share of costs which cannot be more than 
75% of total costs (only in very rare circumstances is the federal cost-share ration altered). 
 
After approval, the state disperses funds to local applicants. 
 

III. Hazard Mitigation—refers to sustained measures to reduce or eliminate long term risk to individuals 
and property from the effects of natural disasters.  The Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) is 
available through the state.  Eligible projects include: acquisition or relocation of property in high 
hazard areas, elevation of floodplain structures, and seismic rehabilitation of existing structures.  
FEMA will incur up to 75% of the cost. 

 


