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Overview 

The Preliminary Damage Assessment (PDA) Pocket Guide serves 
as a quick reference tool for FEMA, state, local, tribal, and territorial 
(SLTT) government partners conducting PDAs to determine the 
magnitude of damage and impact of disasters. For more detailed 
information on PDAs, refer to the FEMA Preliminary Damage 
Assessment Guide. 

What are Preliminary Damage Assessments? 

The PDA process is a mechanism used to determine the impact and 
magnitude of damage and the resulting unmet needs of individuals, 
businesses, the public sector, and the community. Information 
collected is used by the state as a basis for the governor's request 
and by FEMA to document the recommendation made to the 
President in response to the governor's request. 

With the support of the state, tribe, or territory, local governments 
first conduct initial damage assessments (IDA) to determine if they 
require federal support. Once SLTT governments determine their 
capability to respond to or recover from the event is exceeded, the 
state, tribe, or territory requests a joint PDA with FEMA. 



 

 

The PDA Process 



 

 

Reminders 

Key Information SLTT Can Provide FEMA 

To expedite and streamline the joint PDA process, SLTT 
governments should collect and document damage information, 
including the following: 

• Locations of damages (including projected damages) using 
Global Positioning System (GPS) or annotated maps; 

• Damage dimensions, materials, and the size or capacity of 
damaged facility elements; 

• Representative sample of photographs of damage; 
• Known access and functional needs (AFN) populations;  
• Location of displaced families; 
• How the state/tribe/locals are assisting (state disaster 

programs, food stamps, etc.); 
• Lack of temporary housing; and 
• Primary languages spoken. 



 

 

 

The list of federally recognized tribes can be found here for 
reference. 

  

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2018/01/30/2018-01907/indian-entities-recognized-and-eligible-to-receive-services-from-the-united-states-bureau-of-indian


 

 

Do’s and Don’ts of the PDA Process 
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Individual Assistance 

FEMA individual assistance (IA) programs deliver 
supplemental assistance to disaster survivors for unmet needs 
caused by a disaster. Support may include assistance for 
temporary housing and housing repairs, critical disaster-related 
expenses, the replacement of essential personal property, and 
funding to the SLTT government for IA program services. For 
more information, refer to the Individual Assistance Program 
and Policy Guide (IAPPG). 

Degrees of Damage Definitions 

For the purposes of efficiency, FEMA has established four 
categories of damage that an impacted home may fall within: 
destroyed, major, minor, or affected. In many cases, the size 
and needs of the unfolding disaster will not allow PDA teams to 
conduct a detailed review of each home. Joint PDA teams 
should use the following standards for categorizing degrees of 
damage: 

• Affected: a home is considered affected if the 
damage to the home is mostly cosmetic. 

• Minor: a home with repairable non-structural damage. 
• Major: a home with structural damage or other 

significant damage that requires extensive repairs. 
• Destroyed: the home is a total loss. 

For more detailed information on the four degrees of damage, 
reference the degree of damage tables presented later in this 
pocket guide. 
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https://www.fema.gov/individual-assistance-program-and-policy-guide
https://www.fema.gov/individual-assistance-program-and-policy-guide
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Essential Living Spaces 

During the PDA process, it is important to consider what is 
considered an essential living space. An essential living space 
is a room within a home that serves the function of a bedroom, 
bathroom, kitchen, and/or living room that is regularly occupied 
or used by one or more members of the household and requires 
repair to bring its functionality back to the home (e.g., kitchens 
are considered essential as long as there is not another 
undamaged kitchen in the home). 

Inaccessible Residences 

For both manufactured and conventionally built homes, 
inaccessible residences are those in which damage to the 
home cannot be visually verified because of disaster-related 
loss of access. 

• In the case of flooding incidents, flood waters are 
blocking access to residences by covering, washing 
out, or destroying roads, bridges, or access routes so 
that the degree of damage cannot be visually verified. 

• In the case of non-flood incidents, debris from 
landslides, mudslides, severe soil erosion, or 
blowdown is blocking access to residences by 
disrupting or destroying roads, bridges, or access 
routes so that the degree of damage cannot be 
visually verified. 
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Conventionally Built Homes: Assessing Damage

  



 

 

In
di

vi
du

al
 A

ss
is

ta
nc

e 

  



 

 

In
di

vi
du

al
 A

ss
is

ta
nc

e 

Manufactured Homes: Assessing Damage
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Public Assistance 

The FEMA public assistance (PA) program provides 
supplemental federal disaster grant assistance for debris 
removal, emergency protective measures, and the restoration 
of disaster-damaged, publicly owned facilities and specific 
facilities of certain private nonprofit organizations. The PA 
program also encourages protection of these damaged 
facilities from future incidents by providing assistance for 
hazard mitigation measures. For more information, refer to the 
Public Assistance Program and Policy Guide (PAPPG). 
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https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/111781


 

 

  

Pu
bl

ic
 A

ss
is

ta
nc

e 



 

 

Pu
bl

ic
 A

ss
is

ta
nc

e 

Supporting Documentation 

The following information should be collected for each PA work 
category while conducting a PDA. However, this table is not 
all-encompassing and other documentation may be requested 
during the PDA process. 



                           

 

 

 


	Overview
	What are Preliminary Damage Assessments?

	The PDA Process
	Reminders
	Key Information SLTT Can Provide FEMA

	Do’s and Don’ts of the PDA Process
	Individual Assistance
	Degrees of Damage Definitions
	Essential Living Spaces
	Inaccessible Residences

	Public Assistance
	Supporting Documentation

