
In September, the Federal Emergency Management Agency and the Department of Homeland Security rolled 
out the new National Response Framework, a streamlined successor to the unwieldy 2005 National Response 
Plan. The framework, which is still in draft form, is an 84-page document intended to be a user-friendly, easy-
to-read manual that outlines the organizational structure for emergency operations.

The stated purpose of the NRF is to “establish a comprehensive, national, all-hazards approach to domestic 
incident response.” The document presents an overview of the roles and structures that are the foundation for a 
national response effort and describes how communities, governments, and private-sector and nongovernmental 
organizations can use the framework to coordinate an effective national response, which would be carried out 
by first-responders and decision makers.

The NRF also seeks to tackle problematic aspects of the response to Hurricane Katrina in 2005, including 
articulating “the different authorities National Guard troops may exercise when operating in state status 
under the control of a governor, versus federal status under the control of a federal military commander” 
and addressing the issue of pet evacuation and rescue. Additionally, the framework eliminates the required 
declaration that an emergency is an “incident of national significance,” a major bureaucratic barrier that delayed 
by days the federal government’s response to Katrina.

Despite its intended improvements, the NRF has drawn criticism from the Hill due to continued confusion 
about who, exactly, is in charge. Congress designated FEMA as the federal agency to lead disaster-response 
in the 2006 Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act. Congress drove the point home further in the 
FY07 Department of Homeland Security appropriations bill, which clarifies that the FEMA administrator 
is the principal emergency management adviser to the president and the primary federal official responsible 
for managing federal response to disasters. Yet the NRF states that “the Secretary of Homeland Security is 
the principal official responsible for coordination of all domestic incidents requiring multi-agency federal 
response.”

“Rather than complying with the law, DHS is heading in the complete opposite direction with this document,” 
said Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Chairman Jim Oberstar (D-MN). “Even though I believe the 
Post-Katrina Emergency Reform Act did not go far enough, because it kept FEMA within DHS, I have been 
willing to give this reform a chance to see if it works. However in light of the disregard DHS is showing for 
even the modest FEMA reforms enacted last year, I think it may be time for Congress to revisit whether this 
country can afford to continue to have FEMA buried in and hobbled by the Department of Homeland Security.”

FEMA officials have protested that the scope of the NRF includes all hazards and that FEMA would retain 
authority over natural disasters but would have a much smaller role in, for instance, a major oil-spill, the 
detonation of an improvised explosive device, or a cyber attack.

The NRF has also provoked the ire of state emergency managers, who condemn the slim document for not 
providing the necessary level of detail to be usable. Instead, instructions on how specific officials should 
respond in case of a natural or man-made disaster are buried in the hundreds of pages of annexes to the original 
document. An official at the Government Accountability Office, the investigative arm of Congress, has also 
complained that the new document still does not clearly spell out what happens on the ground during a crisis.

Before opening the NRF to public comment, the Department of Homeland Security released the document to 
federal stakeholders. The department also held outreach meetings to solicit feedback from specific communities, 
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including the private sector, nongovernment agencies, emergency managers, police and firefighters, city 
governments, and state and local business partners. By the end of September, stakeholders and the public had 
submitted nearly 1,000 comments about the document. DHS officials reported that they were responding by 
making accommodations or changes to the NRF document to reflect federal perspectives.

FEMA hopes to release the final document by the end of the year.

To read the National Response Framework, visit the NRF Resource Center at www.fema.gov/nrf.


