Part three:  Direct Housing Assistance 
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VOICE OVER:

When there is a lack of available housing resources, the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act authorizes FEMA to provide direct housing.  This allows FEMA to provide temporary housing units, such as manufactured homes, directly to eligible applicants who, as a result of a major disaster, lack available housing resources and are unable to make use of their rental assistance.

FEMA is also authorized to enter into lease agreements with multi-family rental property owners to make repairs or improvements to units to allow FEMA to provide applicants with temporary housing.

This video is intended for FEMA representatives to learn best practices and to consistently apply the procedures for evaluating eligibility for continued direct assistance. 

Direct housing is used at the request of the state, tribe, or territory and approved by FEMA. 

Temporary Housing Units, or THUs, are intended to provide FEMA applicants with temporary housing as the applicant works towards transitioning from federal disaster assistance into permanent housing.  When an applicant occupies a THU, they are referred to as an occupant.

An occupant’s permanent housing plan represents their intended actions for recovery.  This plan must be realistic and achievable within a reasonable timeframe. 

The FEMA representative will inform the occupant of their requirement to establish a permanent housing plan no later than their first continued assistance visit in order to remain eligible for continued direct housing.  

FEMA representatives will meet with THU occupants on a regular basis, usually monthly, to determine whether the occupant meets FEMA’s eligibility requirements for continued direct housing assistance. 

The procedures for continued assistance consist of three primary phases: setting expectations for continued assistance; the initial continued assistance visit; and subsequent continued assistance visits.    

Setting expectations for the continued assistance requirements begins on the day the occupant moves into the temporary housing unit.  The FEMA representative is responsible for ensuring that occupants understand FEMA’s rules, terms and conditions for occupying the THU. As part of the rules and conditions, the occupant is made aware of the continued assistance process.  

As a representative of FEMA, it is important for staff members to be respectful and sensitive when working with occupants.  Disasters can have varying effects on the people who have had their lives disrupted.  FEMA staff should not only exercise patience, but also know when to refer an occupant to other resources such as Crisis Counseling or information provided by Voluntary Agency Liaisons and Disability Integration Advisors.  The FEMA representative should always brief and report issues and concerns to their supervisor.

Prior to the actual visit, the FEMA representative assigned to work with the occupant, will contact that person to schedule an appointment approximately seven days in advance.  When contact is made, the representative should request to conduct the visit at the THU, and if applicable, the pre-disaster home to document progress.

Whenever a FEMA representative contacts the occupant, they must ensure, for security reasons, that they are speaking with the occupant or authorized user of the THU and verify the occupant’s name, FEMA registration number, and last four digits of the social security number prior to discussing the case.  

The FEMA representative will update the applicant’s file and record in NEMIS any communication and updated information. 

The initial continued assistance visit typically takes place within 45 to 60 days of when the occupant moves into the THU.  For safety purposes, there should be at least two people to conduct each visit.  

For the initial continued assistance visit, a FEMA representative must take the following items with them: 

Working case file with the occupant’s registration number; 
Summary of total assistance provided by FEMA; 
Continued assistance worksheet, to document information obtained during each visit; 
FEMA-issued BlackBerry device with camera feature to take photographs of the pre-disaster home as it is being repaired or rebuilt;
List of rental resources and referrals to other assistance programs

When the FEMA representative arrives for the visit, they must make sure they confirm the occupant’s identity as well as identify themselves by displaying their FEMA badge. 

During the visit, the FEMA representative is responsible for documenting the occupant’s progress towards achieving a permanent housing plan.  

Examples of acceptable permanent housing plans include: repairing or rebuilding the occupant’s pre-disaster home, purchasing a new home or moving into rental housing.  

The representative will document detailed information such as acquired permits, names of hired contractors, progress made of actual repairs, and follow up with pictures of repairs, if possible.  

It is important for FEMA to continue to review the occupant’s permanent housing plan to ensure the plan is realistic, achievable and can be accomplished within a reasonable timeframe. The FEMA representative conducting the visit should always brief the occupant on the requirements so they can understand their responsibilities in the process.

For instance, if the occupant’s plan is contingent on obtaining a loan to purchase a new home, they can provide FEMA a pre-approval letter from the lender as proof of progress. If the occupant’s plan is to repair or rebuild their damaged home, the occupant can provide applications for required permits or signed contracts for construction as proof of progress.  

The occupant’s permanent housing plan must also be legally permissible.  For example, rebuilding a pre-disaster residence in a location where the local authorities have determined that rebuilding will not be allowed is not a realistic plan.  

Sometimes an occupant’s permanent housing plan may be to become a renter.  The FEMA representative will provide information on available rental resources and follow-up with the occupant to ensure they made contact.  When making rental resource referrals, representatives must be mindful of accessible housing, public transportation, and any disability needs of the occupant. 

The FEMA representative documents specific details of the permanent housing plan and records their recommendation on the continued assistance worksheet.  This information determines whether the occupant is eligible for continued assistance. 

The FEMA representative reviews the worksheet to ensure all pertinent information is accurate.  All completed forms are returned to the appointed supervisor for final approval, with a copy added to the occupant’s case file.  Representatives must also record the site visit in NEMIS and HOMES.

Subsequent visits are usually conducted at 30-day intervals.  At each visit, the FEMA representative ensures the occupant continues to make progress toward their permanent housing plan as part of the terms and conditions of the housing agreement the occupant signed when they moved into the THU.

FEMA recognizes an occupant’s plan may change over time due to unforeseen factors.  That is why verifying the occupant’s permanent housing plan during each visit ensures their plan remains realistic and identifies any issues that may prevent the occupant from achieving their plan.  

If the occupant has not made progress toward their permanent housing plan, they must show that it is due to no fault of their own or change their plan to be attainable.  In some cases, this means becoming a renter.  Examples of “no-fault” scenarios may include: the contractor fails to obtain the required building permits, the move-in date for a rental unit changes; or funding is delayed for approved homeownership assistance.

If the occupant cannot justify their inability to achieve their plan through no-fault of their own, they are in violation of the signed agreement.  The FEMA representative will remind the occupant of these terms and record the details on the continued assistance worksheet.  Continued violations may result in the occupant having to surrender possession of the unit.

The continued assistance process is essential to a direct housing mission.  The process ensures case files are accurately documented and maintained.  In most cases, the FEMA representative may be the occupant’s only opportunity to have face-to-face contact with FEMA, so it is important to exercise diligence, sensitivity, and professionalism when guiding occupants through the requirements for continued assistance.  

For more information about direct housing and the continued assistance process, FEMA representatives should contact their supervisor or Regional Office IA Branch Chief.
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