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HOMELAND SECURITY AND GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS
WASHINGTON, DC 20510-6250

December 23, 2005
The Honorable R. David Paulison
Acting Director
Federal Emergency Management Agency
500 C. St. S.W.

Washington, D.C. 20472

Dear Chief Paulison:

We are writing to express concern about the lack of urgent attention we believe
FEMA has placed on resolving the thousands of cases of children who were reported missing
as a result of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. For months, our staff has communicated to FEMA
the seriousness of this problem and the urgent need to coordinate efforts to reunite children
with their families. Yet, FEMA has been slow to respond. We urge you to commit FEMA
resources to address this pressing need and to fully cooperate with the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) and the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children NCMEC) in
the investigation of their remaining missing children cases. Further, we request that you put
in place a formal mechanism to assist families in finding loved ones after a natural disaster or
terrorist attack in order to avoid delayed action after future disasters.

During the immediate aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, thousands of
families were separated as a result of the chaos wrought by floodwaters and the subsequent
evacuation. Among those were 5,032 children reported missing to the NCMEC in the days
and weeks after the storm. Four months later, NCMEC indicates it still has 490 unresolved
cases.

Under Emergency Support Function-6 of the National Response Plan (NRP), FEMA
and the Red Cross are designated as the joint primary agencies responsible for assisting in the
reunification of family members separated by a disaster. Additionally, the U.S. Department
of Justice (DOJ) requested assistance with reunification of displaced children and adults due
to Hurricane Katrina from NCMEC, a nonprofit organization mandated by Congress to
provide technical assistance to families and federal, state and local law enforcement on cases
of missing, abducted and sexually exploited children. Moreover, some state and local public
and private entities have been working to reunite families, resulting in a less than clear
picture of how many children are truly still missing. We believe all these agencies can play a
critical role and should more closely coordinate their efforts. FEMA, as the lead agency for
ESF-6, bears responsibility for such coordination.

On October 6, 2005, our Committee held a hearing to review FEMA’s recovery
efforts in the Gulf Region. At that hearing, you testified that FEMA was “...working



diligently to get families back together.” However, on October 12, 2005, a FEMA official
was reported to have told The Washington Post that privacy concerns prevented FEMA from
assisting in the reunification of families, because the agency could not share information in
its database with evacuees searching for missing relatives. Although the Privacy Act does
prevent agencies from sharing personal information in many circumstances, it does not
provide an excuse for inaction. As preliminary steps, FEMA could have contacted
individuals directly to inform them that relatives were looking for them or could have shared
initial information with the FBI. When FEMA finally did take steps in late November, after
repeated interventions by our staff, they were too little and unacceptably late.

In an October 18 conference call with Department of Homeland Security personnel,
Committee staff urged FEMA to take some proactive steps, permissible under the Privacy
Act, to assist with the reunification of children. For example Committee staff questioned
why FEMA personnel were not contacting individuals in the FEMA database to expedite
reunification with concerned relatives. No explanation was forthcoming. We learned later
that on October 25, NCMEC had provided FEMA a copy of its Hurricane Katrina-Rita
database of missing children in hopes that FEMA would conduct a search for the missing
- children and provide any matched information to NCMEC. Yet, for several weeks, FEMA
did nothing with the information that NCMEC provided and continued to use the Privacy Act
as justification for its inaction.

Finally, on November 23, a day after Committee staff told a FEMA official that the
Committee was considering taking additional measures, FEMA informed the Committee and
NCMEQC that it would take action on the issue by running a search in its database for missing
children using the list that NCMEC had provided FEMA a month earlier. FEMA officials,
however, would not agree to share the information about the missing children that resulted
from this search with NCMEC due to continued Privacy Act concerns.

Instead, FEMA personnel said it would call adults in the database who had claimed benefits
on behalf of children who were listed as missing by NCMEC and request that they contact
NCMEC. The deficiency in this approach was that FEMA could not assess from these calls
whether the child listed as missing by NCMEC was now in the custody of a legal guardian.

NCMEC understandably did not believe that this would meet an appropriate standard
for resolution of a missing child case. Therefore, NCMEC asked FEMA officials on
November 23 to alternatively share the information from its database with the FBI so it could
conduct its own search and make a law enforcement determination that the child was not
missing. FEMA staff was reluctant to share its data with the FBI, again citing Privacy Act
concerns. As required under the Privacy Act, DOJ sent a request letter to FEMA on
December 5 for records of persons who had applied for assistance as a result of Hurricanes
Katrina and Rita. With this information, the FBI would have been able to conduct its own
search of the FEMA database and pursue a law enforcement investigation into each case that
was reported through NCMEC to the FBI.

Our staff contacted FEMA officials to discuss the status of the DOJ request and was
notified on December 8 that FEMA would begin to work collaboratively with the FBI to
assist in the investigation of cases of children reported missing. We were also informed that
although FEMA would not share its entire database with the FBI, it would provide the FBI
with the list of 652 matches it had made of missing children in its database.



On December 12, the FBI received a disk from FEMA in response to the DOJ request
for records. This disk, however, did not contain the 652 matches FEMA reportedly had made,
but rather information about only 147 potentially missing children. The FBI subsequently
requested a new search of the records and was allowed into FEMA headquarters on
December 19 to provide technical support in conducting new searches for the missing
children. Although we are pleased that FEMA has now begun to provide information to the
FBI that may help locate some of the missing children, we remain concerned that additional
delays could interfere with the progress that is being made.

In short, although FEMA has recently taken some steps to help resolve these cases,
we are deeply disappointed by the low priority FEMA assigned to the cases of missing
children. The reunification of children with their families after a disaster such as Katrina
should be a critical requirement of any effective response. And while FEMA may not have
sole responsibility to investigate cases of missing children, it should do what is in its power
to assist other agencies in completing the investigations. As such, we urge you to
immediately provide the FBI greater access to information in FEMA’s possession, and to
continue to work collaboratively to ensure that all the cases are fully resolved. In addition,
we urge you to develop a formal mechanism to assist with the reunification of missing
children and adults after a natural disaster or terrorist attack in the future.

Please keep us informed of any future steps FEMA takes with respect to children or
adults still listed as missing as a result of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, as well as plans
FEMA develops for dealing with this problem in the future. If you have any questions about
our concerns you may contact Kathy Kraninger of the Majority staff at 202-224-4751 and
Patricia Rojas of the Minority staff at 202-224-2627.

Sincerely,
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Chairman Ranking Member



