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[bookmark: _Hlk196293147]May 15, 2025

Patrick Powers, Designated Federal Officer
Federal Emergency Management Agency Review Council
Office of Partnership and Engagement, Mailstop 0385
Department of Homeland Security
2707 Martin Luther King Jr Ave. SE
Washington, DC 20032

Submitted via email to FEMAreviewcouncil@hq.dhs.gov and regulations.gov.

Re: Docket No. DHS-2025-0013 Request for Public Input on Experiences with FEMA Disaster Responses, 90 Fed. Reg. 13771 (March 26, 2025)

Dear Mr. Powers,

The National Rural Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) respectfully submits these comments in response to the request from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) Review Council (the Council) to gain an understanding of electric cooperatives’ experience with FEMA during disasters and identify potential programmatic and organizational improvements. Electric cooperatives believe that disaster relief funding is critical to restoring electric service after a natural disaster. Without this assistance, recovery time and expense will increase drastically for small and rural communities who can least afford it. FEMA should continue to invest in rebuilding and resilience.
NRECA is the national trade association representing nearly 900 not-for-profit electric cooperatives and other rural electric utilities. America’s electric cooperatives are owned by the people they serve and comprise a unique sector of the electric industry. Electric cooperatives power one in eight Americans and serve as engines of economic development for 42 million people across 56% of the nation’s landscape. All cooperatives share an obligation to serve their members by providing safe, affordable, and reliable electric service. This obligation is not without challenges. Electric cooperatives serve 92 percent of the nation’s persistent poverty counties. And the sparsely populated and primarily residential communities powered by electric cooperatives are often the most expensive, hardest to serve areas of our country. Electric cooperatives proudly shoulder the responsibility of bringing electricity to these communities. 

Executive Summary

Every year, NRECA's member cooperatives lose critical facilities and infrastructure (including, but not limited to, poles, towers, lines, and transformers) to ice storms, tornadoes, floods, hurricanes, and the like. If this damage is caused by an event declared to be a disaster by the President of the United States, then many of the cooperatives’ response and recovery costs are eligible for reimbursement through grants from FEMA. Grants authorized by the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford Act) and administered under FEMA’s Public Assistance Program (PA) are critical to the ability of electric cooperatives to recover from disasters and get the lights back on quickly and safely.

In the wake of a disaster, electric cooperatives strive to restore their systems without raising rates. However, unlike investor-owned utilities, electric cooperatives cannot claim tax breaks for storm expenses, nor can electric cooperatives create interest-earning balance sheet accounts to draw down at a later date for storm expenses. Electric cooperatives have limited sources of funding for declared disaster-related storm expenses. Their only options are FEMA reimbursement under the Stafford Act or self-funded recovery, which usually involves borrowing disaster recovery funds from either the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Utilities Service (RUS) or private lenders, such as the National Rural Utilities Cooperative Finance Corporation (NRUCFC) or CoBank. Importantly, these options for self-funded recovery are far more likely to result in rate increases to consumer-members.

Improving access to, and the efficiency of, FEMA’s Public Assistance Program is critical to ensuring the reliability and affordability of energy for electric cooperative consumer-members in America’s rural communities. Electric cooperatives agree that there should be an evaluation of FEMA disaster response and recovery programs to improve efficiency. However, these programs are essential to support their communities before, during, and after disaster events. Any changes that remove access to these resources would be devastating and cause significant impacts on power restoration and reliability that would ultimately increase costs to cooperatives’ end of the line consumer-members. 

As requested in this RFI, we have addressed the Council’s questions based on our members’ experiences. We strongly urge the Council to consider the following anecdotes and experiences shared by NRECA’s membership to improve the federal government’s emergency management efficiency, responsiveness, and financial stability. 

Describe your experience with FEMA's response to your request for assistance. Was FEMA's response timely and efficient to assist in your recovery? 

The federal disaster assistance process is critical for electric cooperatives to recover from disaster events; however, it needs to be improved to make it timelier and more efficient. Electric cooperatives have reported that the timeline on FEMA receivables is measured in years, not months, in some instances taking more than five years to receive reimbursement. 

Electric cooperatives, as private not-for-profit entities, go through their states as subgrantees to receive assistance. As such, electric cooperatives’ experiences related to their requests depend on a combination of state and federal factors that can impact the timeline for reimbursement. Additionally, if a state does not communicate effectively with FEMA, it can significantly impact recovery and restoration operations by delaying reimbursements. 

Requests for assistance are inherently bureaucratic and administratively burdensome due to lengthy verification and auditing required to ensure that funds are appropriately used. The extensive agency review process and shifting of the goalposts throughout the process can contribute to errors and delays in administering funds. For example, Southern Pine Electric Cooperative of Alabama, in one instance was required to completely reconfigure and resubmit their claims four months after FEMA approved the original submission. There have also been examples with electric cooperatives in the Southeast where the extreme backlog of appeals at the FEMA Regional Office ended in the denial of electric cooperatives’ eligibility for certain statutorily eligible costs – yet the office never contacted the applicants. One electric cooperative was only able to obtain their reimbursement with assistance from their Member of Congress. The federal process has become so complicated and complex that, in some instances, electric cooperatives resort to hiring a costly third-party consultant to help compile and complete Public Assistance filings for reimbursement. Delays compound inefficiencies, requiring staff time to be spent on grants that should have already been dispersed, often years after the initial disaster declaration. 

Notably, these delays require cooperatives to secure loans or draw down on existing lines of credit to support restoration efforts and result in significant amounts of interest, which can continue to accrue even after FEMA obligates Public Assistance funding in situations where the state does not quickly disburse the funds. The interest on these loans becomes a significant cost to the consumer-members of electric cooperatives. For example, Colquitt Electric Member Cooperative in Moultrie, Georgia will have to cover approximately $3.4 million per year in interest expenses due to the acquisition of financing through the NRUCFC to cover damage repairs from Hurricane Helene while the FEMA reimbursement process takes place. Interest expense on these lines of credit or loans should be considered as an expense of the storm and included in the reimbursement process. 

FEMA has recently undergone evaluations and changes in its hazard mitigation grant programs, such as the cancellation of awards made under the Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communities (BRIC) program. Electric cooperatives have experienced how these changes can disrupt the flow of funds and create additional delays as new policies and procedures are implemented. Despite these challenges, many cooperatives continue to pursue these grants because they are crucial for improving infrastructure resilience and ensuring reliable service to their communities. 

The federal per capita threshold used by FEMA to determine eligibility for federal disaster assistance is unworkable. Electric cooperatives must meet the per capita damage threshold to qualify for FEMA's PA program, and if the damage estimates do not exceed it, cooperatives may struggle to receive federal aid, because they serve sparsely populated areas. Without federal assistance, cooperatives may have to cover the costs of storm response and recovery themselves. This can lead to increased electric rates for consumer-members, particularly in rural and underserved areas. 

Even when cooperatives meet the threshold, the reimbursement process can be slow and inconsistent, affecting their ability to quickly restore services and manage financial stability. There are times when FEMA has expedited cooperatives’ submissions only to retroactively disapprove funds through de-obligations, taking back millions of dollars, after determining that public assistance was not appropriate. These instances undermine cooperatives’ ability to provide reliable and affordable electricity, especially in disaster-prone areas. 

[bookmark: _Hlk196136390][bookmark: _Hlk196139593]Describe your overall experience with FEMA. Was your interaction with FEMA positive or negative? Please fully explain your experience.

FEMA is an agency that is critical to electric cooperatives’ ability to restore power after disasters like floods, hurricanes, wildfires, and ice storms. FEMA funding is particularly crucial for sparely populated rural communities served by electric cooperatives that can't afford major restoration efforts on their own. Electric cooperatives observe that FEMA staff turnover has contributed to inconsistencies in implementation of policy and procedures related to public assistance. Additionally, inconsistent interpretation of cost eligibility, lengthy timelines for reimbursement, and the retroactive deobligation of funds have been ongoing concerns with FEMA. Ultimately the turnover affects the reliability and effectiveness of FEMA disaster response efforts, which can slow the reimbursement process down and/or disqualify an applicant from receiving funds altogether. Relatedly, FEMA has interpreted electric cost eligibility inconsistently from region to region, leading to uncertainty and rework of project documentation, further prolonging resolutions.

By what means did you apply for benefits—was it online, in person, or over the phone? Did you encounter any difficulties?

[bookmark: _Hlk197432678]Most electric cooperatives initially file and complete the process using the online FEMA Grant Portal, but many engage directly with FEMA staff for additional support. Electric cooperatives have reported cases where there have been communication challenges with the FEMA Customer Service Helpline, due to shifting FEMA policies and eligibility criteria. Electric cooperatives also work closely with state authorities who have a clear understanding of the FEMA Public Assistance program, including having in-person meetings during the application process, to facilitate their applications for assistance. 

Were local or state authorities or private groups able to provide assistance in a more timely or efficient way than FEMA? Please fully describe your experience.

Electric cooperatives stressed the importance of experienced state personnel who can build a relationship with FEMA and gain a solid understanding of how to administer grant funding through training and coordination. Because FEMA grants run through the states, the experience is dependent on the federal staff assigned to work with that state, as well as the state personnel assigned to assist the electric cooperative. 

However, in states with high staff turnover, there is a significant learning curve and new state officials may not be able to provide timely, efficient assistance. Having to educate state officials during an incident introduces additional challenges to response activities. Although states can help facilitate, they do not control the funding and cannot replace federal funding programs, such as BRIC, that incentivize grid hardening activities that are vital to states and rural communities. Strengthening partnerships between federal and state governments can ensure more efficient use of available funds. States can work closely with federal agencies to align their priorities and maximize the impact of federal aid.

What recommendations would you like the Council to make?

Reduce bureaucracy and administrative burden: Prompt receipt of Federal assistance is essential for not-for-profit electric cooperatives. FEMA should update and streamline its procedures to reduce the administrative burden for applicants. The agency should ensure that FEMA staff are able to gain the knowledge and experience they need to facilitate requests for assistance and avoid lengthy delays that add additional and unnecessary expenses – such as being forced to borrow significant capital and incur interest costs on these large loans. 

Due to FEMA staff turnover, electric cooperatives have either experienced delays or been denied eligibility for certain reimbursable costs even after providing additional documentation or clarifications demonstrating compliance with FEMA’s requirements. These instances raise questions as to whether FEMA understands the complexities of the electric utility sector which is the backbone of America’s economy. FEMA should consult regularly with electric cooperatives to develop specific and standardized criteria and guidance for electric system repair that will ensure federal, state, and cooperative staff have the clarity they need to submit successful requests for assistance. 

[bookmark: _Hlk197432722]Additionally, given the administration’s prioritization of greater rural broadband access and the Nation’s reliance upon the internet as a critical infrastructure and the predominant communications medium, FEMA should use updated Disaster Assistance Policy guidance to develop policies related to broadband as a communication service. This would provide cooperatives, who are leaders in the rollout of rural broadband services, greater guidance and resources to support broadband services following a disaster.  

Loan interest should be a reimbursable disaster expense: Electric cooperatives aim to provide affordable rates for their members while investing in necessary infrastructure improvements that require modernization. Taking out interest loans can strain this balance. Electric cooperatives are not-for-profit entities and rely heavily on federal assistance to manage disaster recovery costs. Without interest reimbursement, the additional costs may be passed on to consumers in the form of higher electric rate.  As stated, FEMA assistance can be slow, sometimes taking years. During this time, cooperatives continue to accrue interest on their loans, which can hinder their ability to invest in other critical infrastructure and recovery efforts. FEMA should support the reimbursement of interest accrued by loans funds used by electric cooperatives. 
   
Lower the per capita threshold in rural America: FEMA should reform the per capita impact indicator because the current system does not account for the fact that per capita recovery costs can be higher in rural areas. Raising the per capita thresholds, would cause electric cooperatives to struggle to meet the criteria for federal aid, requiring them to shoulder much more of the financial burden, stressing their limited resources, and impacting their ability to quickly restore services after a disaster. Electric cooperatives must build more infrastructure per member-consumer than utilities operating in urban areas, thus per capita recovery costs are inherently already higher for electric cooperatives. Raising the per capita threshold could make it more challenging for electric cooperatives to access necessary federal support, potentially leading to increased costs and slower recovery times after disasters. FEMA should engage with state and local governments, as well as other stakeholders, to gather feedback on the effectiveness of the current per capita thresholds that limit the amount of reimbursements rural communities can receive. 

Allow electric cooperative direct access to hazard mitigation funds: FEMA should adopt a policy that would allow direct access for private not-for-profit entities such as electric cooperatives to directly receive hazard mitigation funding, such as BRIC. Direct access to BRIC funding would empower electric cooperatives to better serve their communities by enhancing resilience, fostering innovation, ensuring efficient use of resources, enabling electric system hardening and decreasing instances of power outage caused by disasters, which would prevent damage and reduce long-term recovery costs, and would enhance their ability to implement critical infrastructure projects more efficiently and effectively. FEMA should also develop standardized requirements and new efforts to communicate recovery programs clearly and consistently across FEMA regions and initiate the prioritization of disaster recovery funding for vulnerable communities. Providing clear and accessible guidelines for applying for and utilizing pre-disaster mitigation funds would help streamline the process and ensure that funds are used effectively. Regular monitoring and reporting the progress of funded projects would be beneficial in assessing their effectiveness and making necessary adjustments.

Conclusion: FEMA plays a vital role in coordinating national efforts, mobilizing resources, and providing expertise during large-scale disasters that often overwhelm state and local capabilities. Electric cooperatives share the underlying view of Executive Order 14180, Council To Assess the Federal Emergency Management Agency, that “Americans deserve an immediate, effective, and impartial response to and recovery from disasters,” and NRECA will continue to advocate for policies to that end. Reforming and improving FEMA's disaster response procedures is critical to ensuring that cooperatives can quickly and efficiently recover from storms without raising costs for their consumer-members. However, eliminating FEMA would significantly hinder cooperatives’ ability to manage response expenses and ensure smooth disaster recovery. By implementing improvements, we can achieve President Trump’s vision of a resilient nation, which enhances state and local preparedness and uses taxpayer dollars efficiently and effectively.

Respectfully,
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Bronson Brown
Director, Regulatory Affairs | National Rural Electric Cooperative Association
4301 Wilson Blvd., Arlington, VA 22203
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