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FEMA is getting rid of thousands of workers in areas
recovering from disasters
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Ellaird Bailey and his wife, Charlotte, who lost their home in Altadena, Calif., to a wildfire in early 2025, stand in

front of their recreational vehicle in December 2025. The RV is parked on the property where their house once

stood. It can take years for disaster survivors to recover, often with the help of local Federal Emergency

Management Agency workers.
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Jae C. Hong/AP

Thousands of workers across the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
will lose their jobs this year, according to multiple people who attended personnel
meetings that supervisors held in the last week.

FEMA supervisors warned that workers with multiyear contracts that are set to
expire this year will not see those contracts extended, even if they are actively
working on rebuilding efforts in places that recently suffered disasters. Some
divisions within the agency stand to lose half their workers if current policies stay
in place for the rest of the year, those with direct knowledge said. They all
requested that NPR not use their names because they were told they would be
fired for speaking to the press.

FEMA and the White House did not respond to questions about why employees
are being let go or how the cuts will affect the agency's ability to respond to
disasters. President Trump has repeatedly stated that he believes FEMA is
ineffective and should be eliminated as it currently exists, although the
administration has not released a long-awaited report on specific reforms.

"I think it's irresponsible," says Michael Coen, who served as FEMA chief of staff
under the Biden and Obama administrations. "I think it's going to adversely affect
FEMA's ability to respond and help communities recover."
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The Washington Post originally reported on plans to cut about 50% of the agency's
workforce.

The FEMA employees who are set to lose their jobs fill a wide variety of positions.
Unlike other federal agencies, FEMA relies on a large number of workers on two-
to-four-year contracts. That's because Congress wanted the agency to be able to
dial up the number of workers to meet demand after major events and reduce it
during quieter periods.

"It's a pretty significant part of the workforce," says Coen, who estimates that
about 40% of FEMA workers are part of what's known as the CORE division,
which is short for the Cadre of On-Call Response/Recovery Employees. That
amounted to nearly 9,000 workers as of 2022, the most recent year for which data
was available from the Government Accountability Office.

Such employees fill crucial roles around the United States. They are often the first
FEMA workers on the ground at disasters, deployed to help survivors access
immediate funds to pay for hotel rooms, food, clothing, baby formula and other
essentials.

Such workers also help disaster survivors fill out paperwork to apply for money to
repair their homes. Then they work with local governments for years to help them
rebuild after hurricanes, floods and wildfires.
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"There's not really any plan in place to keep around people that might be in critical
chains of command," points out Jeremy Edwards, who served as FEMA press
secretary under the Biden administration. For example, people who work directly
with disaster survivors or who help local governments prepare for hurricane
season.

Former senior FEMA leaders echoed that concern. "This will cause extended
recovery times for communities impacted by disasters," says Deanne Criswell, who
led FEMA under the Biden administration.

Coen expressed worry about specific places that have been hit hard by hurricanes
and floods in the last few years. "This will delay recoveries across the country. In
western North Carolina, in Kerr County, Texas, in Florida," he says, listing three
places that are still recovering with the help of federal disaster funds. "Flooding in
Vermont and Kentucky. Wildfires in Maui, in Los Angeles. There are FEMA staff in
all those places, and they're primarily CORE staff that are on the ground."

The cuts may also face legal challenges. A law passed in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina bars the Department of Homeland Security, which oversees FEMA, from
making cuts to the agency that would significantly hamper the agency's ability to
respond to disasters. On Wednesday, 13 House Democrats sent a letter to the
White House alleging that plans to dramatically reduce the size of FEMA violate
that law.

climate change fema wildfire
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Together, we chart the course.
You count on public media for stories that help you understand your world —
voices that bring us closer together.

People like you power public media. You make it possible for the NPR
Network to share our journalism with you and millions of other people,
regardless of their ability to pay.

You are the “public” in public media. Can we count on you to support this
essential public resource today?
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CONSIDER THIS FROM NPR

Gavin Newsom says the Democratic party “must fight fire with fire” : Consider This
from NPR

IT'S BEEN A MINUTE

Young women are struggling, too. Why can't we see it? : It's Been a Minute

This form of mental exercise may cut dementia risk for decades
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Trump shared a racist "joke." That humor is an American tradition : Code Switch
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Justice Department publishes some missing Epstein files related to Trump
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U.S. and Iran agree to 2-week ceasefire, suspending Trump's threat to annihilate Iran
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The Artemis II crew saw parts of the moon never seen before. Here's what they said
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ICE acknowledges it is using powerful spyware
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Photos: NASA releases first images from moon flyby
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How Bill Phillips used flowing water to model the economy

HEALTH

Telehealth abortion will remain available for now, after a federal judge's ruling
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Congressional Democrats raise alarm over Trump's comments on Iran
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Astronauts suggest naming a moon crater 'Carroll' after their commander's late wife
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CEO of nation's largest bank says Iran war raises risk of 'bad economic outcomes'
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Drive slower, go electric, don't drive at all? Americans weigh options for saving gas
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