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Hurricane Recovery Efforts Must Be Responsible

Column By U.S. Senator Tim Johnson

Monday, October 17, 2005 

Washington, DC -- Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath represent one of the largest natural disasters in our nation's history. In response to multiple problems with the recovery efforts, I have called for hearings and co-sponsored two pieces of bipartisan legislation that would improve government oversight of billions of dollars in federal funds. I believe there is a need for an independent commission to review the problems that occurred immediately following Hurricane Katrina, much like the independent commission that President Bush convened following the events of 9/11. 

Congress has thus far approved over $62 billion in spending for the Gulf Region. I supported this funding because I believe we have a responsibility to help our fellow citizens. However, I am concerned about reports that the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has spent some of this money irresponsibly. For example, FEMA has handed out no-bid contracts to crony contractors who have overcharged taxpayers for their work, at times using taxpayer dollars as if it were their own bottomless piggy bank. 

One such example of irrational spending is FEMA's contract for $236 million on a six-month lease for three Carnival Cruise ships to house Hurricane Katrina refugees. FEMA agreed to pay more than twice the cost per person that you or I would pay if we were fortunate enough to take such a cruise for a vacation, and these ships are currently nowhere near filled to capacity. It is this shameless method of irresponsible spending, along with other mistakes, that have motivated me and other members of Congress from both sides of the aisle to question the accountability of spending in our Gulf Coast recovery efforts. 

I believe we have a moral obligation to take care of our fellow man, but we all hold stock in the future of our country, and we should not tolerate inappropriate spending of government money. It is my hope that we can determine what happened and create a process for oversight, as soon as possible, that allows the government to act responsibly in cases of emergency. 

The recovery is not a partisan issue. Many of the breakdowns were obvious to the world via news reports from the Gulf region. In fact, some of our own first responders, with whom I met last week in Sioux Falls, experienced problems getting into the Gulf region. Sioux Falls first responders' initial offers of assistance were turned down due to failures in the Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC) system, a voluntary state-to-state mechanism for coordinating disaster response. We cannot let problems like these hinder our emergency response in the future. 

This is not a blame game. I have maintained that we simply need to figure out what went wrong in the Gulf Region so that it doesn't happen again anywhere, including here at home. We all want the same thing: to be sure we are prepared for future natural or terrorist-related emergencies. 

