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The Federal Emergency Management Agency over-
paid victims of the Gulf Coast hurricanes by at least
$485 million and is struggling to reclaim the money
from tens of thousands of people it says shouldn’t have
been given aid, a USA TODAY analysis shows.

Agencies such as FEMA routinely seek repayments
after disasters, though never before has the govern-
ment done so on such a massive scale, Disaster aid rec-
ords show that FEMA has so far recovered $15.6 mil-
lion — about 3 cents for every dollar its auditors have
identified as being im-

proplgrly paid.
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Orleans ordered FEMA gg‘;;ﬁ?natfg
late Wednesday to stop households FEMA
trying to collect any mon- seeks to recover fol-
ey until it gives aid recipi- lowing these disasters:
ents better explanations (in millions)
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sively pursue cases of fraud and misuse of funds, but
think they have to keep that effort separate from ha-
rassing taxpaying, hardworking storm survivors to pay
back money FEMA either put in their hands or encour-
aged them to take,” said Sen. Mary Landrieu, D-La.,
who heads a disaster recovery subcommittee.

The back-to-back storms triggered $7 billion in aid
for rental housing and property replacement. With so
much need, it was a “no-brainer” that FEMA should
overpay upfront, said Donna Dannels, who runs
FEMA'’s Individual Assis-

tance program. The alter-

native, she said, would | ‘] don’t have it’
have been to delay badly

needed assistance for % Obstacles to
months while requests for | repayments, 3A
aid were reviewed.

Federal law requires
that FEMA recover any improper payments, Once the
money was doled out, the agency reviewed more than
120,000 aid registrations in which auditors concluded
1;))eople were paid too much money or should not have

een paid at all. FEMA also is trying to get back
$64 million from other disasters since 2004, having
collected about 15 cents on the dollar.

Reclaiming payments from the 2005 hurricanes will
take years, but “we expect to get a lot more money
back,” said David Garratt, FEMA’s assistant adminis-
trator for disaster aid.

Audits suggest the overpayments go beyond what
FEMA is trying to recover. The Government Account-
ability Office, Congress’ investigative arm, estimated
that the improper aid payments may total $1 billion.

FEMA can turn over collection efforts to the Trea-
sury Department, which has authority to take part of
people’s tax refunds and Social Security checks.

Crystal Utley, a Mississippi lawyer who coordinates
clinics for storm victims, said FEMA should “leave peo-
ple alone and let them get back on their feet.”
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