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Chairman Graves, Ranking Member Larsen, and distinguished Members of the Committee, thank
you for the opportunity to submit this statement for the record for the Committee’s hearing,
“Reforming FEMA: Ensuring the Nation’s Disaster Readiness Works for Americans.”

BuildStrong America commends the Committee for its sustained, bipartisan attention to disaster
mitigation and resilience, and we appreciate the opportunity to build on the testimony the
Committee received from our coalition partners and allied witnesses at this hearing.

BuildStrong America, formed in 2011 to respond to the rising frequency and cost of disasters, is a
coalition of firefighters, emergency managers, insurers, engineers, architects, contractors,
manufacturers, consumer organizations, code officials, and members of the broader business
community united around a single proposition: that the federal government saves the most money,
and the most lives, when it invests before a disaster rather than only after one. Over the past decade,
BuildStrong has been a partner to Congress in developing key provisions of the Disaster Recovery
Reform Act of 2018 (DRRA, Division D of P.L. 115-254) and in advancing the Resilient AMERICA
Act, and we have submitted testimony, comments, and coalition letters to this Committee, the
Senate, and FEMA on the specific mechanics of how federal mitigation policy is written and
implemented.

BuildStrong America supports the Fixing Emergency Management for Americans (FEMA) Act of
2025 (H.R. 4669) and urges the full House to pass it without delay. Having advanced out of this
Committee by a bipartisan vote of 57-3, the bill reflects years of stakeholder engagement,
including our own, and represents the most significant opportunity in nearly a decade to realign
federal disaster policy from a reactive posture to a proactive one. We offer the following
recommendations to strengthen the bill’s mitigation and building-code provisions as it moves
toward Floor consideration and conference.

I. Ensure the New Cost-Share Sliding Scale Rewards Real, Predisaster Investment

BuildStrong America commends the Committee for the new Stafford Act Section 409(c), which
for the first time moves the federal cost-share itself — not merely a process around it— in response
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to a state’s own mitigation decisions, rather than the size of the disaster. As reported by the
Committee, Section 409(c) keeps a 75 percent federal share as the statutory floor, permits it to be
reduced to as low as 65 percent where a state or tribal government has failed to fund its own
mitigation programs, maintain specified insurance, or employ qualified emergency management
personnel, and permits it to rise on a sliding scale to as high as 85 percent for states that invest in
measures including a dedicated disaster account, state-funded risk pools, Community Rating
System participation, tax incentives for risk-reduction projects, robust floodplain management,
and adoption and enforcement of one of the two latest editions of a relevant model building code.

BuildStrong America agrees this is a substantial and overdue change in federal disaster policy: it
is the first time the cost share itself, rather than an incentive layered on top of it, has moved in
response to a government’s own decisions.

We ask the Committee, and FEMA in its implementation, to ensure Section 409(c) is administered
in a way that fully realizes this intent by:

* Ensuring implementing guidance treats the full list of criteria in Section 409(c)(3)(A) as
genuinely available and achievable for States of varying size and capacity, rather than
concentrating eligibility on the criteria easiest for FEMA to verify;

* Recognizing state-funded risk pools, captive insurance, and other actuarially sound self-
insurance arrangements, alongside commercial insurance, as satisfying the insurance-
related criteria in Section 409(c)(2)(B) and (c)(3)(A)(ii), consistent with how many states
already manage risk on public facilities; and

* Learning from FEMA’s implementation of the similar, narrower cost-share incentive
authority Congress created in the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018. In comments BuildStrong
America and a coalition of partners — including the International Association of Plumbing
and Mechanical Officials, Marsh McLennan, the National Institute of Building Sciences,
the Precast/Prestressed Concrete Institute, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce — filed
with FEMA in January 2025 on its interim policy implementing that earlier authority, we
documented how FEMA'’s regulations leaned on a post-disaster, project-by-project
approval process rather than rewarding predisaster investment, and added administrative
burdens that fall hardest on smaller and under-resourced communities. We ask FEMA to
write the regulations implementing the new Section 409(c) sliding scale so that they do not
repeat those errors, and we would welcome the opportunity to share that comment letter
with the Committee as a reference.

We appreciate that the testimony from the Shelter Insurance at this hearing raised closely related
concerns about enforcement of FEMA’s existing post-assistance insurance requirements, and we
would welcome the opportunity to work with the Committee to ensure the final bill’s cost-share
and insurance provisions are mutually reinforcing.
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I1. Dedicate Resources to the Adoption and Enforcement of Modern Building Codes

BuildStrong America supports the bill’s update to the Stafford Act’s definition of “applicable
building code” to require that mitigation projects comply with one of the two most recent editions
of a relevant, nationally recognized model code, while preserving the flexibility of states and
localities to tailor standards to their own hazards. Consistent with our coalition’s longstanding
position, we do not ask Congress to dictate a uniform code to every jurisdiction; state and local
governments are the building regulators, and the federal government’s most effective role is to
make adoption and enforcement of up-to-date codes the financially rational choice.

To that end, we ask the Committee to build on FEMA’s own precedent. FEMA’s Building
Resilient Infrastructure and Communities (BRIC) program included a multi-million-dollar
“Building Code Plus-Up” set-aside beginning in Fiscal Year 2023 specifically to fund code
adoption and enforcement capacity in states and territories. We recommend the FEMA Act codify
a comparable, dedicated set-aside for building-code adoption, enforcement, and workforce
capacity — including code-official training and permitting and inspection capacity — within its
mitigation grant programs, rather than leaving that funding to compete against other eligible
mitigation activities each year.

The economic case for this investment is well documented. Widely cited analysis by the National
Institute of Building Sciences has demonstrated that every dollar spent adopting and enforcing
model building codes results in an average avoidance of $13 in future disaster losses, and that
building above code can save as much as $13 to $14 for every dollar invested, compared with
roughly $6 saved for every dollar spent on federal mitigation grants generally.

Alabama’s Strengthen Alabama Homes program, which provides grants of up to $10,000 dollars
for homeowners to retrofit roofs and structural elements to the FORTIFIED construction standard,
saw more than 95 percent of over 17,000 FORTIFIED homes in coastal Alabama experience little
to no damage during Hurricane Sally in 2020. In Florida, statewide adoption and enforcement of
the Florida Building Code is credited with reducing windstorm losses by up to 72 percent in the
decade following implementation, and Florida’s code enforcement is estimated to have saved
between $1 billion and $3 billion dollars in structural damage during Hurricane lan in 2022.
Notwithstanding this evidence, FEMA has estimated that nearly 65 percent of counties, cities, and
towns nationwide have not adopted current model building codes — underscoring how much of
this savings opportunity remains unrealized.

I11. Continue BuildStrong America’s Longstanding Support for the Residential Retrofit
and Resilience Pilot Program

BuildStrong America is glad to see the FEMA Act of 2025 carry forward a residential retrofit and
resilience pilot program that our coalition has championed for more than a decade. The concept
traces to the Resilient AMERICA Act, which the then BuildStrong Coalition urged this
Committee and the Senate to pass in part because it would create a pilot program to fund
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residential resilience retrofit grants, and which we later helped refine into freestanding legislation
as the Promoting Resilient Buildings Act of 2023, advocating for its pilot program to be built on
FEMA'’s existing hazard mitigation grant framework. As described in the Congressional
Research Service’s overview of this bill, the FEMA Act of 2025 would direct FEMA to establish
and carry out a residential retrofit and resilience pilot program, using up to 10 percent of the
assistance made available annually under Stafford Act Section 203, to provide grants to
individuals for residential resilience retrofits, with priority given to applicants who demonstrate
financial need.

BuildStrong America has long argued that mitigation policy cannot stop at new construction and
post-disaster rebuilds. The nation’s existing housing stock, much of which predates today’s
hazard-resistant codes by decades, represents the largest share of the country’s resilience gap,
and a dedicated retrofit program is one of the only federal tools that reaches homeowners
directly, on their own timeline, rather than waiting for a disaster to trigger assistance. We urge
the Committee to preserve this pilot program through floor consideration and conference, and we
ask FEMA to meet the program’s establishment deadline and to report transparently on the
number of homes retrofitted and the resulting reduction in disaster losses, so that Congress has
the evidence base to expand the program in future reauthorizations.

IV. Extend Mitigation Focus to Lifeline Infrastructure

As noted, our coalition includes firefighters, emergency managers, and infrastructure interests
alongside the residential building and insurance sectors, and we would be remiss not to flag that
predisaster mitigation policy should not stop at the building envelope. The electric grid, water and
wastewater systems, roads, and bridges are all lifeline infrastructure whose failure compounds and
prolongs the damage of any disaster, and whose resilience should be recognized on equal footing
with building codes in the cost-share incentive and mitigation grant provisions of the final bill. We
were glad to see the testimony of the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association at this
hearing raise related concerns about the pace and predictability of Public Assistance funding for
the rebuilding of electric distribution infrastructure, and we would encourage the Committee to
ensure any final mitigation-incentive criteria explicitly credit investments in resilient lifeline
infrastructure, not only structures.

Conclusion

The FEMA Act of 2025 represents the most significant opportunity in a generation to shift federal
disaster policy from paying for damage after the fact to investing in resilience before it occurs.
BuildStrong America urges the House to pass H.R. 4669 and asks the Committee to use the
legislative process ahead to ensure the bill’s new cost-share incentive and building-code provisions
are implemented in a way that rewards genuine predisaster investment, avoids the administrative
pitfalls of FEMA’s prior attempt at a similar incentive, and extends the same logic to the lifeline
infrastructure on which every community depends.

BuildStrong America and its members stand ready to serve as a technical resource to the
Committee, as we have for more than a decade, as this legislation moves toward passage. We thank
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the Committee again for the opportunity to submit this statement and for its continued leadership
on disaster resilience.
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