he Fixing Emergency Management
I for Americans (FEMA) Act of 2025

(H.R. 4669), recently approved
by the U.S. House Transportation and
Infrastructure Committee, marks one of
the most significant overhauls of federal
disaster management in decades. This
bipartisan legislation aims to streamline
recovery programs, elevate FEMA to cabinet-level status,
and embed resilience and equity across all levels of
emergency governance. In a year marked by catastrophic
flooding, wildfires, and the twentieth anniversary of Hur-
ricane Katrina, the Act stands as both a reform blueprint
and a reckoning with decades of fragmented disaster
management.

Elevating FEMA and Modernizing Oversight

Division A raises FEMA to cabinet status, granting its
Administrator direct access to the President. This eleva-
tion is designed to accelerate crisis decision-making and
strengthen coordination across federal agencies. Comple-
menting this structural change are new oversight mecha-
nisms —including an independent Inspector General and
a Working Capital Fund —aimed at improving transpar-
ency and ensuring FEMA'’s operational continuity during
emergencies. Together, these reforms promise a faster,
more accountable federal response to disasters.

Public Assistance: Building Back Faster and Smarter
Division B introduces a shift toward a per-project
funding model based on professional cost estimates
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rather than protracted reimbursements. This approach is
expected to expedite repairs of critical public infrastruc-
ture —bridges, schools, and utilities —while addressing
the backlog of delayed disaster projects that have bur-
dened local governments for years. The Act also pri-
oritizes support for economically distressed and rural
communities, ensuring that small towns are not left
behind in federal aid distribution.

A new revolving fund for FEMA operations and
authority to fund permanent home repairs, when more
cost-effective than temporary housing, further reflects
a pragmatic emphasis on speed and fiscal efficiency. By
reducing red tape and emphasizing “build back better”
principles, the Act reframes disaster recovery as an oppor-
tunity for modernization rather than mere restoration.

Individual Assistance: Toward Survivor-Centered Recovery
The Act replaces fragmented systems with a unified,
survivor-oriented model. Its Universal Disaster Appli-
cation System integrates FEMA, HUD, SBA, and USDA
data into a single-entry point, allowing survivors to
apply once and track assistance in real time. This reform
reduces duplication, confusion, and administrative bur-
den —long-standing pain points in federal disaster aid.
Critically, Sections 205-215 expand FEMA’s ability to
fund permanent home repairs and non-congregate shel-
tering, enabling displaced residents to access hotels or
temporary housing without excessive documentation or
deposits. Reviving the state-managed housing authority
gives states a 25% cost share in disaster housing recovery,
continued next page
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promoting flexibility and local innovation through mod-
ular units, rapid repair programs, and regionally tailored
approaches. These changes reframe housing not as a
temporary emergency measure, but as the foundation of
long-term resilience.

Mitigation and Resilience: Planning Ahead

Perhaps the most transformative component of the
Act lies in its proactive approach to mitigation. Pre-ap-
proved mitigation plans (Section 301) allow states to
submit projects for review before disasters strike, ensur-
ing funds can be released immediately afterward. A
formula-based pre-disaster funding mechanism (Section
302) guarantees baseline support for all states while pri-
oritizing those with greater risk and economic vulnera-
bility. Direct home retrofit funding (Section 304) supports
protective measures like floodproofing and hurricane
shutters, ensuring that mitigation resources reach house-
holds historically excluded from resilience programs.

Transparency, Data, and Equity

Title IV addresses a chronic weakness in FEMA’s oper-
ations —its lack of transparency. A new public-facing disas-
ter dashboard will display application numbers, approval
rates, denial reasons, and disbursed funds, enabling
communities and researchers to identify inequities in aid

Flooding of the Guadalupe River near Kerrville, Texas, 2025.
(Wikimedia)

distribution. This data-driven accountability allows plan-
ners, local leaders, and advocacy groups to push for fairer
and more consistent recovery outcomes.

The Government Accountability Office (GAO) will
now review FEMA's assessments and spending to ensure
that political influence does not distort disaster aid.
Together, these measures build trust and institutional
integrity —key ingredients for resilient governance.

continued next page
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Reimagining Disaster Management Through Planning
Principles

The FEMA Act’s significance extends far beyond
administrative reform; it redefines how planners can
link mitigation, housing, and infrastructure into coher-
ent resilience frameworks. Several planning principles
emerge from its provisions:

1. Land Use and Zoning: Steering Growth Out of
Harm’s Way —Sections 301-304 encourage planners to
use FEMA’s risk data to guide development away from
hazard-prone areas such as floodplains, wildfire zones,
and coastal regions vulnerable to sea-level rise. By inte-
grating hazard data into comprehensive plans and zoning
ordinances, communities can adopt “safe growth audits,”
preserve natural buffers, and ensure today’s land-use
choices do not become tomorrow’s disasters.

2. Infrastructure Investment: Resilient Systems — Public
Assistance and mitigation funding together provide an
unprecedented opportunity to modernize infrastructure
systems. Planners and engineers can leverage FEMA’s
reforms to integrate resilience upgrades into capital
improvement plans — creating redundant power net-
works, adaptive stormwater systems, and multimodal
transport corridors that withstand future shocks.

3. Community Engagement and Data-Driven Equity —
The new disaster dashboard enables participatory plan-
ning rooted in transparency. Local governments can
use real-time FEMA data to host resilience workshops,
involve community organizations in hazard mitigation
planning, and identify disparities in aid access. This
feedback loop promotes accountability and ensures that
recovery aligns with community priorities, particularly
for marginalized populations.

4. Governance and Coordination— By elevating FEMA
to cabinet rank, the Act positions disaster management
as a national planning priority. Local and regional plan-
ners can leverage this momentum to coordinate across
jurisdictions, establish regional resilience compacts, and
integrate hazard mitigation into metropolitan planning
frameworks. Improved governance reduces duplication,
accelerates decision-making, and aligns investments
across scales of government.

Conclusion

The FEMA Act of 2025 signals a cultural and struc-
tural shift in how the United States manages disaster risk.
By centering survivors, decentralizing recovery, expand-
ing pre-disaster mitigation, and promoting data-driven
transparency, it redefines federal emergency management
as an engine for equity and resilience. For planners, it
represents an invitation — to move beyond post-disaster
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response toward proactive, place-based strategies that
link land use, housing, infrastructure, and social equity. If
effectively implemented, the Act can transform not only
how we recover from crises, but how we design commu-
nities resilient enough to withstand them.

On September 3 the bill passed out of the U.S. House
Transportation and Infrastructure Committee by a vote of
57-3, and now awaits consideration on the House floor;
proponents are hoping for subsequent Senate action to
move it toward enactment. The promise of the FEMA Act
of 2002 —and its ultimate effectiveness — will therefore
depend on the outcome of this legislative process and the
implementation decisions that follow. Track the status of
the bill here.

— Charles Ofosu is a Master in Urban Planning candidate at
Harvard University’s Graduate School of Design and a LEED
Green Associate. He has experience as a legislative intern at the
Massachusetts State House, where he assisted with legislative
research, and currently works with faculty on research explor-
ing sustainable communities and new towns worldwide. His
professional and academic interests center on sustainable devel-
opment, climate resilience, and the role of planning in creating
equitable, future-ready cities.
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