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Process Is Changing, but Challenges Remain to
Improve Timeliness and Communication

What GAO Found

The Department of Commerce’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) is
responsible for administering the fishery resource disaster program. The process
to provide assistance and disburse funds involves several phases. Since January
2014, NMFS received 111 fishery disaster requests. For 56 of the most recently
approved requests, NMFS took between 1.3 years and 4.8 years to disburse
$642 million. Changes made by 2022 legislation added timelines to the steps; if
followed and funding is available, the process should take a little over a year.
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Stakeholders cited program challenges like long processing times for requests
and inadequate communication about request status. NMFS started to implement
the timelines created by the 2022 legislation and use a new data system to track
requests. But access to this system is limited. Granting access to NMFS officials
working on the program could help them respond to questions about request
status. Tribal and state officials told GAO they would like more detailed
information on the process, including what to include in requests and spend
plans. Providing more detailed information on its website would better inform
requesters about the information they need to submit. NMFS’ workload has
increased to implement the statutory timelines added in 2022, but NMFS has not
assessed staffing levels for the program. Assessing staffing capacity would help
NMFS ensure it has sufficient staffing to administer the program.

Some stakeholders said the fishery resource disaster program could learn from
other federal programs. GAO reviewed its past work on four disaster-related
assistance programs with various design features identified and programmatic
challenges compared with the fishery program. Design features included eligible
uses of assistance and source of program funding. For example, under the
federal crop insurance program, farmers receive financial protection against
losses. However, the federal government heavily subsidizes this program and its
high cost is a challenge. GAO has made suggestions to Congress to address the
program’s costs, but they have not been implemented.
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1 U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE
441 G St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20548

April 30, 2025

The Honorable Dan Sullivan

Chairman

Subcommittee on Coast Guard, Maritime, and Fisheries
Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation
United States Senate

Dear Mr. Chairman:

Commercial and recreational marine fisheries are critical to the nation’s
economy, generating $321 billion in sales and supporting approximately
2.3 million jobs in 2022, according to a report by the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).? Fisheries also provide critical
subsistence resources for many Indigenous communities who may rely
on marine resources for food, cultural connection, and economic
security.2

The number of fish caught and revenue generated varies each year, as
fisheries depend on the productivity of the environment and can be
subject to events that can cause sudden and unexpected losses. These
events include hurricanes, oil spills, marine heatwaves, and harmful algal
blooms, which can decrease the supply of fish or inhibit the ability of
fishers to access necessary equipment, like boats, or areas for fishing.
These events can affect multiple states and result in large economic or
other impacts for affected communities. For example, the 2019 Gulf of
Mexico Freshwater Flooding disaster affected Louisiana, Mississippi, and
Alabama. In Louisiana, the disaster caused long-term flooding and led to
the opening of the Bonnet Carré Spillway twice in 2019, which decreased
the salinity levels in the local coastal waters and caused revenue losses
for shrimp, crab, and other fisheries. The Louisiana Department of Wildlife

1U.S. Department of Commerce, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration,
National Marine Fisheries Service, Fisheries Economics of the United States 2022, NOAA
Technical Memorandum NMFS-F/SPO-248B (Silver Spring, Md.: November 2024). A
fishery is (1) one or more stocks of fish that can be treated as a unit for the purposes of
conservation and management and that are identified on the basis of geographic,
scientific, technical, recreational, or economic characteristics, or method of catch; or (2)
any fishing for such stocks.

2Emily B. Osborne et al., “Ocean Ecosystems and Marine Resources,” in Fifth National
Climate Assessment (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Global Change Research Program, 2023).
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and Fisheries reported there were economic losses of over $101 million
for these fisheries.3

In response to an event resulting in such losses, under the Magnuson-
Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens
Act),4 as amended, an eligible entity, such as a Tribe,5 state, or territory,
may submit a request for a determination by the Secretary of Commerce
about whether a fishery resource disaster has occurred.© If a positive
determination is made and funds are allocated for a disaster, fishery
resource disaster assistance can be used for activities such as habitat
restoration, infrastructure repairs, research, or direct assistance to the
affected fishers, fishing community, or businesses. NOAA’s National

3Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, Louisiana 2019 Flood Disaster Spend
Plan, (Baton Rouge, Louisiana). Following these losses, the state of Louisiana requested
fishery resource disaster assistance, which was approved by the Secretary of Commerce
on October 30, 2019, and was allocated around $58.3 million for this disaster. Mississippi
and Alabama also requested fishery resource disaster assistance following the 2019 Gulf
of Mexico Freshwater Flooding, and were allocated around $21.3 million and $8.6 million,
respectively.

4Fishery Conservation and Management Act of 1976, Pub. L. No. 94-265, 90 Stat. 331.
The act was later renamed the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and
Management Act. See Pub. L. No. 104- 208, § 211, 110 Stat. 3009, 3009-41 (1996).

5Under the Magnuson-Stevens Act, as amended, for the purposes of fishery resource
disaster assistance, the term “Indian Tribe” means an Indian or Alaska Native Tribe, band,
nation, pueblo, village or community that the Secretary of the Interior acknowledges to
exist as an Indian Tribe. See 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(1)(D) (citing 25 U.S.C. § 5130(2)). For
the purposes of this report, we use the term “Tribes” to refer to such federally recognized
Indian Tribes. Tribes use a variety of terms when referring to themselves, such as band,
pueblo, and Native village. Federally recognized Tribes have a government-to-government
relationship with the United States and are eligible to receive certain protections, services,
and benefits by virtue of their status as Indian Tribes.

6A fishery resource disaster is a disaster that is determined by the Secretary of Commerce
and is an unexpected large decrease in fish stock biomass or other change that results in
significant loss of access to the fishery resource, which may include loss of fishing vessels
and gear for a substantial period of time and results in significant revenue loss or negative
subsistence impact due to an allowable cause. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(1)(C). A fishery
resource disaster does not include reasonably predictable, foreseeable, and recurrent
fishery cyclical variations in species distribution or stock abundance; or reductions in
fishing opportunities resulting from conservation and management measures taken
pursuant to the Magnuson-Stevens Act, as amended. /d. The Secretary has the discretion
to initiate a fishery resource disaster review without a request. /d. § 1861a(a)(3)(D). If the
Secretary has not independently determined that a fishery resource disaster has occurred,
a request for a fishery resource disaster determination may be submitted to the Secretary
by an eligible requester. See id. § 1861a(a)(3)(A)().
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Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) administers the fishery resource
disaster program.

Stakeholders in the fishing industry have raised concerns about the
administration of the program, and the time it takes to review requests
and disburse funds to those affected by disasters. In addition, Congress
has passed laws in recent years to make changes to the program. For
example, in December 2022, the Fishery Resource Disasters
Improvement Act (FRDIA) amended the Magnuson-Stevens Act to,
among other things, add timelines for certain steps in the fishery resource
disaster process.” In February 2025, we added Improving the Delivery of
Federal Disaster Assistance to our High-Risk list because of the need for
federal agencies to deliver assistance as efficiently and effectively as
possible while also reducing their fiscal exposure.8

You asked us to review various aspects of the fishery resource disaster
program and compare it to other disaster programs. This report (1)
describes the fishery resource disaster process, including recent
changes; (2) describes the number of fishery resource disaster requests
submitted from January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024, amount of funding
disbursed, and time needed to disburse the funding; (3) examines
stakeholder-reported challenges related to the fishery resource disaster
program and what NMFS has done to address them; and (4) describes
our past work on selected federal disaster-related assistance programs to
provide some information on how they compare with the fishery resource
disaster program.

To describe the fishery resource disaster process, we reviewed relevant
federal laws, including the Magnuson-Stevens Act and FRDIA. We also
reviewed NMFS’ policy and procedure documents related to fishery
resource disaster assistance. In addition, we interviewed officials
responsible for administering the program, including officials at NMFS

7Pub. L. No. 117-328, Div. S, Tit. ll, 136 Stat. 4459, 5261 (2022) (FRDIA); Pub. L. No. 94-
265, 90 Stat. 331 (1976) (codified as amended at 16 U.S.C. §§ 1801-1891d) (Magnuson-
Stevens Act). In January 2025, the Fishery Improvement to Streamline untimely regulatory
Hurdles post Emergency Situation (FISHES) Act further amended the Magnuson-Stevens
Act to revise certain aspects of the fishery resource disaster process. See Pub. L. No.
118-229, 138 Stat. 2824 (2025). The amendments made by the FISHES Act are described
later in this report.

8GAOQ’s High-Risk list includes programs and operations that are vulnerable to waste,
fraud, abuse, or mismanagement, or in need of transformation. GAO, High-Risk Series:
Heightened Attention Could Save Billions More and Improve Government Efficiency and
Effectiveness, GAO-25-107743 (Washington, D.C..: Feb. 25, 2025).
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headquarters, all five NMFS regional offices, and all three of the interstate
marine fisheries commissions.®

To describe the number of fishery resource disaster requests, we
analyzed NMFS data for requests received from January 1, 2014, to June
30, 2024, the most recent period for which data was available at the time
of our analysis. These data included information such as who requested
the disaster assistance, which fishery was affected, the date of request,
the date of Commerce’s disaster determination, and the date and amount
of funding that was disbursed to the requester. To assess the reliability of
the data, we reviewed relevant documentation, spoke with NMFS officials
responsible for maintaining the data, and conducted logic testing. We
determined the data for the 10.5-year period were reliable for our
purposes to describe the number of fishery resource disasters and their
characteristics. We also selected a non-generalizable sample of funding
awards for 14 disaster requests for a more in-depth review of how
disaster funding was used. We selected one request for fishery resource
disaster assistance submitted by each of our selected states and Tribes. 10

To examine the stakeholder-reported challenges with the fishery resource
disaster program, we interviewed a non-generalizable sample of tribal,
state, intertribal, local, and industry stakeholders about their experiences
with the program. Specifically, we interviewed officials from four selected
Tribes and 10 selected states, representatives from two intertribal
organizations, and officials from three local governments. We later
interviewed a fifth Tribe for balance and to describe experiences in
remote Alaska.

We also interviewed representatives from 11 selected fishing industry
organizations representing affected fisheries in the Alaska and
Southeastern NMFS regions.'" We conducted site visits to Alaska and

Louisiana to meet with state officials, local government officials, and

9The commissions help NMFS to administer aspects of this program, and partner with
NMFS regional offices on data collection and management of fisheries resources shared
across states.

100ur process to select the states and Tribes is discussed below. A fifth Tribe was later
added for balance and to describe experiences in remote Alaska. However, as of August
2024, the fifth Tribe had not submitted a request for fishery resource disaster assistance,
so we did not include it in our review of how disaster funding was used.

11We reached out to two fishing industry associations in the Greater Atlantic and West
Coast NMFS regions to request an interview on multiple occasions and received no
response.
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fishing industry representatives from fisheries that received fishery
resource disaster assistance. To identify what NMFS has done to address
the challenges that stakeholders identified, we interviewed NMFS
headquarters and regional officials to discuss their efforts. We also
reviewed documents that provided details on these efforts, such as
NMFS’ guidance documents and information provided to requesters.

To describe selected disaster-related assistance programs, we reviewed
our previous relevant reports and consulted with our staff involved in
disaster-related assistance work. We selected four programs for closer
examination based on the eligibility of businesses to apply for assistance;
type of assistance offered by the program, such as grants, loans, or
insurance; and factors including the number of our previously published
reports related to those programs. The selected programs are Federal
Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) National Flood Insurance
Program (NFIP), Department of Housing and Urban Development’s
(HUD) Community Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery (CDBG-
DR), Small Business Administration’s (SBA) disaster loan program, and
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) crop insurance program. 12

We reviewed our relevant reports published from January 1, 2014, to
June 30, 2024, and publicly available information to identify the design
features of these programs and how they compare with the fishery
resource disaster program. We also reviewed the matters for
congressional consideration and recommendations for executive action
we made for these programs in past relevant reports.

For more details about our objectives, scope, and methodology, see
appendix .

We conducted this performance audit from October 2023 to April 2025 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Background

12Although CDBG-DR is not a permanently authorized program, for the purposes of this
report, we refer to it as a program.
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Fisheries play an essential role for Tribes and coastal economies,
providing jobs for fishers, fish processors, and related maritime-support
industries, such as boat construction and repair. In many communities,
the fishing industry is a key economic driver and source of tax revenue.
When a fishery resource disaster takes place, there can be large
economic impacts on communities (see fig. 1). For example, in the
community of King Cove in Alaska, the closure of a processing plant
resulted in an estimated loss of 70 percent of the community’s revenue,
according to a 2024 NMFS report. '3 Further, the community delayed
multiple projects because it relied on the processing facility to purchase
hydroelectric power, water, and provide solid waste disposal services.

13NMFS, Alaska Seafood Snapshot (Aug. 24, 2024).
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Figure 1: Example of How a Fishery Resource Disaster May Impact a Community
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Source: GAO illustrations and analysis of interviews. | GAO-25-107076

Note: Some states impose taxes related to fisheries landings and processing. For example, Alaska
imposes a fishery resource landing tax on certain fishery resources landed in the state. A percentage
of the revenue from the landing tax is then distributed to eligible municipalities.

Many Tribes can face difficulties as a result of fishery disasters, as they
can rely on fisheries to meet their subsistence, cultural, and religious
needs. For example, in the Kuskokwim River region in Alaska, rural
Alaska Native villages sell, barter, and trade salmon resources to support
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Recent Statutory
Amendments
Established Timelines
for the Fishery
Resource Disaster
Process

their livelihoods. 4 Disasters, resulting in depleted salmon runs in 2020,
2021, and 2022 for coho, chum, and chinook salmon prevented these
communities from participating in these traditional exchange practices.
According to the National Congress of American Indians, many rural
Alaska Native individuals affected by disasters have been unable to meet
their basic needs, including food, electricity, gasoline, and other
expenses. 15

The fishery resource disaster program is governed by the process and
requirements outlined in the Magnuson-Stevens Act, as amended.'¢ The
fishery resource disaster program is one of many federal programs and
initiatives that provide resources to communities following disasters.
Federal programs have various design features, including offering a
variety of types of assistance, such as loans, insurance, or grants.

The fishery resource disaster process involves four main phases: (1)
determine whether a fishery resource disaster occurred, (2) allocate
funds, (3) develop and review the requester’s spend plan, and (4)
disburse funds. FRDIA’s recent amendments to the Magnuson-Stevens
Act established statutory timelines for the process, revised statutory
definitions, and specified additional detail about process requirements.?

141n this report, we use the term “Alaska Native village” to refer to Alaskan communities
that are home to at least one federally recognized Tribe. Many Tribes in Alaska are often
also referred to as Native villages, and some Alaskan communities are home to more than
one federally recognized Tribe.

15The National Congress of American Indians, Calling for Urgent Action to Address the
Salmon Crisis and Provide for Subsistence Relief, Resolution #ANC-22-004, June 2022.

16See 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a).

17Pub. L. No. 117-328, div. S, tit. Il, 136 Stat. 4459, 5261 (2022). Specifically, FRDIA
amended section 312(a) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, which governs fishery resource
disaster relief. See id. § 202(a) (codified at 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)). In addition, FRDIA
repealed section 315 of the Magnuson-Stevens Act and section 308 of the
Interjurisdictional Fisheries Act of 1986, which were provisions that related to catastrophic
regional fishery resource disasters and commercial fishery failures, respectively. Id. §§
203(a), 204(a) (repealing 16 U.S.C. § 1864 and 16 U.S.C. § 4107). As noted previously,
the FISHES Act, enacted in January 2025, further amended certain aspects of the fishery
resource disaster process. See Pub. L. No. 118-229, 138 Stat. 2824 (2025). The majority
of the amendments described in this objective were made by FRDIA, with subsequent
FISHES Act amendments mentioned when relevant.
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Fishery Resource Disaster
Process Starts with
Determination of Whether
a Disaster Occurred and
Ends with Disbursement of
Funds

According to our review of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, as amended, and
NMFS’ guidance, the fishery resource disaster process involves four main
phases.

« Phase 1: Determine Whether a Fishery Resource Disaster
Occurred. In general, the process typically begins when a request is
submitted by a state governor or official resolution of a Tribe to the
Secretary of Commerce to determine whether a fishery resource
disaster has occurred.'® This request is to include information needed
to support a finding of a fishery resource disaster, including significant
12-month revenue loss or negative subsistence impact for the
affected fishery. 19 After receiving the request, the Secretary sends a
letter to the requester acknowledging receipt of the request. According
to NMFS guidance, NMFS headquarters drafts a decision memo to
aid the Secretary’s review based on information about the disaster
prepared by the relevant NMFS regional office.20 The Secretary
reviews the request. Following the Secretary’s decision, according to
NMFS guidance, the decision is sent to the White House Office of
Management and Budget (OMB) for review and the requester is
notified of the Secretary’s determination.

1816 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(3). Specifically, under the act, if the Secretary has not
independently determined that a fishery disaster has occurred, a request for a fishery
resource disaster determination may be submitted by an eligible requester—the governor
of an affected State, an official resolution of a Tribe, or any other comparable elected or
politically appointed representative as determined by the Secretary. /Id. §
1861a(a)(3)(A)(i). Such other representatives could include, for example, a mayor, official
tribal representative, city manager, or county executive, according to NMFS’ website. The
Secretary is also authorized to initiate, at the Secretary’s discretion, a fishery disaster
review without a request. /d. § 1861a(a)(3)(D).

19Under the Magnuson-Stevens Act, as amended, in general, the Secretary is to apply the
following 12-month revenue loss thresholds in determining whether a fishery resource
disaster has occurred: (1) losses greater than 80 percent may result in a positive
determination that a fishery resource disaster has occurred, based on the information
provided or analyzed; (2) losses between 35 percent and 80 percent are to be evaluated
to determine whether economic impacts are severe enough to determine that a fishery
resource disaster has occurred; and (3) losses less than 35 percent are not eligible for a
determination that a fishery resource disaster has occurred. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(5)(B)(i).
In making a determination of whether a fishery resource disaster has occurred, the
Secretary is to consider the economic impacts to the charter fishing industry to ensure
financial coverage for charter fishing businesses /d. § 1861a(a)(5)(B)(ii). In considering
negative subsistence impacts, the Secretary is to evaluate the severity of negative
impacts to the fishing community instead of applying the specified revenue loss
thresholds. Id. § 1861a(a)(5)(B)(iii).

208pecifically, according to NMFS guidance, the decision memo prepared for the
Secretary states how the information about the fishery prepared by the regional office
aligns with the NMFS Fishery Disaster Policy and a recommendation for the Secretary.
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« Phase 2: Allocate Funds. The amount of funding, or allocation,
provided for a fishery resource disaster is determined in one of two
ways. First, if appropriated funds are available at the time of a positive
disaster determination, NMFS can combine the allocation proposal
with the draft decision memo.2' Second, if appropriated funds are not
available, NMFS completes the determination phase first, and then
waits to develop the allocation proposal until the agency receives an
appropriation.22 The Secretary then notifies the public and
representatives of the affected fishing communities of the allocation
decision and the availability of funds. NMFS officials said that the
timing and scope of appropriations for fishery resource disasters are
up to Congress.23 As a result, the amount of time that passes
between when a positive determination is made and when Congress
appropriates funding can vary.24

« Phase 3: Develop and Review the Requester’s Spend Plan.25 To
receive an allocation from available funding, the requester must
submit a spend plan to NMFS, according to NMFS guidance.26 A
spend plan outlines how the requester will use the allocated funds,

21The review process for an allocation and decision memo package combination entails
obtaining NOAA and Commerce clearance as well as Secretarial review and signature.
OMB reviews the allocation and decision memo package combination.

22NMFS’ guidance states that allocation-only packages do not typically need to be routed
for the Secretary’s review or signature. The allocation-only package is reviewed by
NOAA'’s Office of Budget, Commerce’s Office of Budget, and OMB. Upon OMB’s
clearance, the allocation package is sent to the appropriate congressional subcommittees
for review and approval.

23Funding must be available before NMFS can begin the funding allocation process.
Congress provides appropriations either to support a specific fishery resource disaster or
multiple fishery resource disasters, and often provides appropriations on a case-by-case
basis after a disaster has occurred.

24For example, the Disaster Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2022, enacted on
September 30, 2021, provided $200 million in supplemental appropriations for fishery
resource disasters to NOAA to use for mitigating the effects of commercial fishery failures
and fishery resource disasters declared by the Secretary of Commerce, including those
declared by the Secretary to be a direct result of hurricanes in calendar years 2020 and
2021. Extending Government Funding and Delivering Emergency Assistance Act, Pub. L.
No. 117-43, div. B, tit. Il, 135 Stat. 344, 359 (2021). NMFS used this supplemental
appropriation for 19 fishery resource disasters requested from July 2019 through
November 2021, according to NMFS data.

25NMFS also refers to a spend plan as an application.

26/ spend plan is to include the following information, if applicable: (1) objectives and
outcomes, with an emphasis on addressing the factors contributing to the fishery resource
disaster and minimizing future uninsured losses, if applicable; (2) statement of work; and
(3) budget details. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(6)(D).
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such as direct assistance to fishers or other final recipients,
infrastructure improvements, or research activities related to reducing
adverse impacts to the fishery.27 Under amendments to the
Magnuson-Stevens Act enacted in January 2025, the Secretary is to
review a spend plan to determine whether it is complete and provide
notice within 10 days.28 Once a spend plan is determined to be
complete, it is reviewed by multiple entities, including NMFS,
Commerce, and OMB, according to NMFS guidance. If any reviewers
request changes to the spend plan, NMFS informs the requester and
returns the spend plan to the requester to make changes (see fig. 2
for an example of this scenario). Once OMB approves the spend plan,
NMFS submits the spend plan to NOAA’s Grants Management
Division to review and approve the award package and disburse
funds.

27gpecifically, the Magnuson-Stevens Act provides that funds allocated for fishery
resource disasters shall restore the fishery affected by such a disaster, prevent a similar
disaster in the future, or assist the affected fishing community, and shall prioritize certain
specified uses. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(6)(F)(iii).

28pyb. L. No. 118-229, § 2(1), 138 Stat. 2824, 2824 (2025) (codified at 16 U.S.C. §
1861a(a)(6)(D)(ii)). The FISHES Act provides that if the Secretary determines that a spend
plan is not complete, when providing the required notice, the Secretary is to provide a
detailed description of the information that is necessary for the spend plan to be
determined complete. /d.
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Figure 2: Review Process for a Fishery Resource Disaster Spend Plan
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Sources: GAO review of National Marine Fisheries Service procedure documents; GAO icons. | GAO-25-107076

aComments by any entity reviewing the spend plan, such as NMFS, Commerce, or OMB, can
necessitate that the requester revise and resubmit the spend plan for review. This figure shows an
example scenario of OMB’s comments on the spend plan requiring the requester to revise and
resubmit the spend plan for review and approval by the entities depicted in the “Spend plan review” of
the figure.

« Phase 4: Disburse Funds to Requester and Final
Recipients. NOAA’s Grants Management Division disburses funds to
the requester or relevant entity, generally in the form of a grant or
cooperative agreement.2® The requester manages the process of
distributing funds to final recipients for eligible uses, such as direct
assistance or executing projects in accordance with the approved

29By statute, the Secretary may provide an allocation of funds for fishery resource disaster
assistance in the form of a grant, direct payment, cooperative agreement, loan, or
contract. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(6)(F)(ii).
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spend plan.30 In some cases, the relevant interstate marine fisheries
commission implements the spend plan by distributing funds on behalf
of the requester, as outlined in the approved spend plan. For
example, the Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission distributes
fishery resource disaster assistance for state and tribal requesters
along the West Coast.

Statutory Changes in 2022
Added Timelines, Revised
Definitions, and Specified
Additional Details About
Process Requirements

Among other things, FRDIA added statutory timelines, detailed
definitions, revenue loss thresholds, and specific information
requirements for fishery resource disaster requests. If all the timelines
specified in FRDIA are met, the amount of time from when the Secretary
acknowledges a complete request to disbursement of funds to the
requester should generally be no more than 378 days (see fig. 3).3! Prior
to FRDIA’s amendments, the Magnuson-Stevens Act did not specify
statutory timelines for the fishery disaster review process.

30The Magnuson-Stevens Act, as amended, specifies several eligible uses of funds
allocated for fishery resource disasters. One such eligible use is direct assistance to a
person, fishing community, or a business to alleviate economic loss incurred as a direct
result of a fishery resource disaster, particularly when affected by an exceptional
circumstance or by negative impacts to subsistence or Indian Tribe ceremonial fishing
opportunity. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(6)(F)(iii)(I)(ee). As part of the process for direct
assistance, entities such as fishers or processors need to apply to the requester for
assistance, and criteria in the spend plan are used to determine eligibility to receive funds.

31According to NMFS officials, request packages are often not complete when initially
submitted, and the acknowledgement letter is often used to inform requesters about the
information needed to complete their requests. The timeline described in this report is a
simplified timeline that assumes that requests are complete when initially submitted. This
timeline assumes that spend plans are complete when initially submitted, as well as that
appropriations are available when a determination is made. This timeline therefore does
not account for any additional time for the overall process in situations where these
assumptions are not met.
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Figure 3: Statutory Timelines for the Fishery Resource Disaster Process Established by the 2022 Fishery Resource Disasters
Improvement Act
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Sources: GAO review of the Fishery Resource Disasters Improvement Act, Pub. L. No. 117-328, Div. S, Tit. Il, 136 Stat. 4459, 5261 (2022), and National Marine Fisheries Service documents;
GAQ illustration. | GAO-25-107076

This is a simplified figure of the fishery resource disaster process, and corresponding timelines. It
assumes, for example, that the initial request and spend plan are both complete when initially
submitted, as well as that appropriations are available when a determination is made. The complete
process, including timelines, is set forth at 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a). Additionally, this figure does not
reflect amendments made in January 2025 by the Fishery Improvement to Streamline untimely
regulatory Hurdles post Emergency Situation Act, which are described elsewhere in this report.

2ln general, a requester can submit a request for a fishery resource disaster determination for up to 1
year (365 days) after the date of the conclusion of the fishing season. See 16 U.S.C. §
1861a(a)(3)(A)(ii). The 365-day period the requester has to submit a request is not included in our
count of the total number of days for the process.

PRequesters are typically Tribes, states, or territories. Requesters can also include any other
comparable elected or politically appointed representative as determined by the Secretary. See 16
U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(3)(A)ii).
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°A requester with an affirmative fishery resource disaster determination is to submit a spend plan to
the Secretary not more than 120 days after receiving notification that funds are available. 16 U.S.C. §
1861a(a)(6)(D)(i).

9Various offices within NOAA, such as NMFS (including its Office of Sustainable Fisheries), the
Grants Management Division, and others, are involved in the fishery resource disaster process. Not
all NOAA offices are involved in every step of the process depicted in this figure.

FRDIA did not specify a timeline for the requester to distribute funds to
the final recipients, such as fishers or communities affected by the fishery
resource disaster, after the requester receives the funds from NMFS.32
Additionally, while NMFS coordinates with OMB during several phases of
the funding process, prior to the January 2025 FISHES Act amendments,
the Magnuson-Stevens Act did not address OMB’s role or include any
timelines for OMB involvement. During our review, we reached out to
OMB officials about the review timelines they follow, if any, but we did not
receive a response. In January 2025, the FISHES Act amended the
Magnuson-Stevens Act to explicitly allow for OMB review of a completed
spend plan—provided the review does not delay the 90-day timeline for
the Secretary to make funds available after receiving a complete spend
plan.33

32The requester, typically a Tribe, state, or territory, receives the funding award from
NMFS and is therefore considered to be the recipient or grantee. Individuals and entities,
such as fishers or communities affected by the fishery resource disaster, can receive
funding awards from a state or tribal recipient, and are therefore subrecipients or
subgrantees. For the purposes of our report, we refer to the subrecipients as “final
recipients”.

33Pub. L. No. 118-229, § 2(2), 138 Stat. 2824, 2825 (2025) (codified at 16 U.S.C. §
1861a(a)(6)(F)(i)). Specifically, the act provides that if so requested, the Director of OMB
may review a completed spend plan concurrently with the Secretary. /d. The act notes that
such review may not delay the timeline for the Secretary to make funds available to
grantees not later than 90 days after the date the Secretary receives a complete spend
plan. Id.
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FRDIA also added and amended some statutory definitions and added
more detail regarding requirements for the program.34 For example,
FRDIA

« added a statutory definition of “allowable cause” for the purposes of a
fishery resource disaster determination,35
« added a statutory definition of “fishery resource disaster,”36

« delineated what information is to be included in a complete request for
a fishery resource disaster determination and what information is to
be included in a spend plan, and

« clarified which entities are eligible to submit requests for fishery
resource disaster determinations.37

34Some FRDIA provisions, such as those on revenue thresholds and the process and
required information for submission of requests, incorporated aspects of NMFS Policy 01-
122, issued in 2007 and updated most recently in 2021, that pre-dated the act. FRDIA
also included provisions that were not previously addressed by NMFS policy, such as by
adding explicit eligibility for subsistence users and their fisheries for disaster assistance,
as well as including negative subsistence impact in the definition of a fishery resource
disaster. See Pub. L. No. 117-328, div. S, tit. Il, 136 Stat. 4459, 5261 (2022); NMFS,
Policy on Disaster Assistance under Magnuson-Stevens Act 312(A) and 315 and
Interjurisdictional Fisheries Act 308(B) and 308(D) (May 8, 2007).

35Prior to FRDIA’s enactment, Magnuson-Stevens Act described the types of causes that
would support a determination of a commercial fishery failure, but did not use or define the
term “allowable cause.” NMFS'’ fishery disaster assistance policy, which pre-dated FRDIA,
included a description of “allowable causes,” which was partially incorporated into the
statutory definition added by FRDIA.

36As noted previously, FRDIA defined a fishery resource disaster as a disaster that is
determined by the Secretary in accordance with the Magnuson-Stevens Act requirements
and (i) is an unexpected large decrease in fish stock biomass or other change that results
in significant loss of access to the fishery resource, which may include loss of fishing
vessels and gear for a substantial period of time and results in significant revenue loss or
negative subsistence impact due to an allowable cause; and (ii) does not include
reasonably predictable, foreseeable, and recurrent fishery cyclical variations in species
distribution or stock abundance; or reductions in fishing opportunities resulting from
conservation and management measures taken pursuant to the Magnuson-Stevens Act.
16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(1)(C). Prior to FRDIA’s enactment, the Magnuson-Stevens Act did
not define “fishery resource disaster.” NMFS policy pre-dating FRDIA included a definition
of “fishery resource disaster,” which was partially incorporated into FRDIA’s definition.
Some aspects of the FRDIA definition were not included in prior NMFS policy; for
example, the policy did not address negative subsistence impact.

37Specifically, a request for a fishery resource disaster determination may be submitted by
the governor of an affected state, an official resolution of a federally recognized Tribe, or
any other comparable elected or politically appointed representative as determined by the
Secretary. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(3)(A)(i).
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From 2014 to 2024,
NMFS Received 111
Disaster Requests
and It Generally Took
Over 3 Years to
Disburse Funds for
Approved Requests

From January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024, we found that NMFS received
111 requests for fishery resource disaster assistance; 94 of these had
been approved at the time of our review. Available data for the 56
approved requests received since 2018 shows that NMFS disbursed over
$642 million to these requesters and that it took a median of 3.4 years to
disburse funds from the time a request was received. Additionally, our
review of 14 selected fishery resource disaster requests found that most
of the funds were used for direct payments to fishers.

NMFS Received 111 Total
Requests during January
2014 through June 2024
from 22 Tribes, 19 States
and 2 Territories

From January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024, NMFS received 111 individual
requests for fishery resource disaster assistance, according to our
analysis of NMFS data.38 Of these requests, 94 were approved, six
denied, and 11 were pending a decision, as of August 2024.3° NMFS
received at least nine requests for fishery resource disaster assistance
each year from 2016 to 2023 (see fig. 4).

38The Secretary of Commerce made determinations for 83 fishery resource disasters in
response to requests received from January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024. Each fishery
resource disaster may have more than one requester (i.e., state or Tribe).

3%9We describe a request as “approved” when the Secretary determined that the event
described in the request qualified as a fishery resource disaster under the Magnuson
Stevens Act, and “denied” when the Secretary determined that the event described did not
qualify as a fishery resource disaster under the act, such as if the revenue losses from the
event did not meet certain thresholds, or the disaster was not due to an allowable cause
under the act. For example, according to a 2023 determination letter, the Secretary denied
a request from the governor of Maryland because the declines in the fishery had been
occurring over the last decade, which was outside the timeframe of an allowable cause.
The letter also noted that the commercial revenue loss of 24 percent compared to the
previous 5-year average did not meet the 35 percent revenue loss threshold required by
the act.

Page 17 GAO-25-107076



Figure 4: Annual Breakdown of 111 Requests for Fishery Resource Disaster Assistance Received by NMFS, by Calendar Year,
January 1, 2014-June 30, 2024
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Source: GAO analysis of National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) data. | GAO-25-107076

Twenty-two Tribes, 19 states, and two territories submitted these
requests. Alaska submitted the most fishery resource disaster requests
(25), followed by California (10), Yurok Tribe (seven), Florida (six), and
Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe (five).40

Data for 56 Requests NMFS officials told us that their funding data were more reliable for
Approved Since 2018 requests received in 2018 or later, and we confirmed this during our

Shows That It Generally
Took Over 3 Years for
Funds to be Disbursed
After NMFS Received a
Request

40In addition to the 22 Tribes that directly submitted disaster requests during this period,
other Tribes asked the governor in their state to submit disaster requests based on
impacts to the Tribes. For example, the governor of Alaska submitted a request for a
fishery disaster determination for salmon fisheries in the Kuskokwim Management Area
for 2022 after receiving requests from two intertribal organizations that collectively
represent 56 federally recognized Tribes.
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work.4! As a result, we more closely examined 56 requests beginning in
2018 for which funding had been disbursed at the time of our review in
August 2024 (see fig. 5). For these requests, our analysis found it took
NMFS a median of 3.4 years to disburse funds after requesters had
submitted a request for a fishery resource determination.42 The amount of
time to disburse funds ranged from 1.3 years to 4.8 years. Collectively,
NMFS disbursed around $642 million to these requesters.43 The amounts
disbursed per request ranged from $116,806, to Port Gamble S’Klallam
Tribe for a Coho salmon disaster requested in 2019, to around $97
million, to Alaska for a Bering Sea crab disaster requested in 2022.

41We focus on this period during our discussion about funding because NMFS started
using the disaster grants dashboard, their internal tracking system, in November 2023.
NMFS officials said that they entered information into this dashboard after creating the
system, and they have more confidence in funding data since 2018.

42T0 calculate the median amount of time it took NMFS to disburse funds, we used the
date that a request for fishery resource disaster assistance was received by NMFS as the
start date. The end date for this calculation was the date that funds are disbursed to the
requester. It can take additional time for the requesters to distribute funds to the final
recipients.

43According to NMFS officials, between August 2024 and January 2025, NMFS disbursed
funding to requesters for 15 fishery resource disasters, which are not part of our analysis
due to the time frames of our review.
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Figure 5: Status of Fishery Resource Disasters Requests Received from January 1, 2014 to June 30, 2024
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Note: We based the information in this figure on the status of fishery resource disaster requests
NMFS received from January 1, 2014 to June 30, 2024, at the time of our review in August 2024.

Most Funds for 14
Selected Disaster
Requests Were Provided
Through Direct Payments
to Final Recipients

Our review of spend plans, status reports, and information from the
requesters for our 14 selected disaster requests found that requesters
received around $153 million in fishery resource disaster assistance.44 Of
that amount, requesters provided over $117 million, or about 77 percent
of the total funds, as direct payments to final recipients, such as fishers
and processors. For example, around $54 million was disbursed for a
pink salmon disaster in the Gulf of Alaska in 2016, of which over $47

44We reviewed one award for which funds were disbursed as of August 2024 to each of
our selected states and Tribes. Our review included awards from 10 states: Alaska,
California, Florida, Louisiana, Maine, North Carolina, Oregon, Rhode Island, South
Carolina, and Washington; and four Tribes: Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, Quileute Tribe,
Squaxin Island Tribe, and Yurok Tribe.
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Stakeholders Cited
Program Challenges
Related to Processing
Times and
Communication, and
NMFS Has Taken
Some Actions to
Address These

million was used for direct payments.45 Final recipients with whom we
spoke said they commonly use direct payments for boat maintenance and
repairs and to pay off fishing-related debts or other expenses.

Final recipients used the remaining $36 million for the 14 selected
disaster requests for various research and infrastructure projects, among
other things. For example, California received funding for the California
Pacific Sardine disaster from 2017 to 2019 and provided $738,426 to an
industry group to conduct aerial and acoustic surveys of sardine
populations. See appendix Il for more information on the 14 selected
disasters.

State, tribal, municipal, and industry stakeholders cited challenges with
requesting and receiving fishery resource disaster assistance. These
challenges include long processing times to receive assistance and
inadequate communication as requests are going through the review
process. FRDIA’'s amendments established timelines for the review
process and while our analysis found time frames for the determination
phase have shortened, it is too soon to assess the full impact of FRDIA
on processing times. In addition to implementing FRDIA, NMFS has taken
some other actions to address these and other challenges. However, it
could do more to improve the program, such as by communicating more
effectively with requesters and other stakeholders. NMFS faces an
increased workload due to its implementation of the timelines required
under FRDIA. While it has taken some personnel actions to address this
change in workload, the agency has not yet assessed its staffing needs.

Stakeholders Cited
Challenges with Long
Processing Times and
Inadequate
Communication

Stakeholders cited two main challenges related to the program—namely,
long processing times to receive assistance and inadequate
communication from NMFS about the status of requests. For example,
officials we interviewed from nine states and three Tribes said the review
process takes too long.46 In addition, representatives from five industry
groups said the funds are often no longer useful by the time they are

45The disaster affected Pink Salmon Fisheries in Prince William Sound, Kodiak
Management Area, Chignik Management Area, Lower Cook Inlet Management Area,
Southeast Alaska, South Alaska Peninsula, and Yakutat Area. See more information at
www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/funding-financial-services/fishery-resource-disaster-
determinations#72-gulf-of-alaska-pink-salmon-2016.

46These states and Tribes have different levels of experience with the program. Some of
these states and Tribes have not requested disaster assistance recently, and, therefore,

have not gone through the fishery resource disaster process since FRDIA’s enactment in
December 2022. Others have made several disaster requests since FRDIA’s enactment.
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Effect of a Snow Crab Disaster on Saint
Paul, Alaska

The City of Saint Paul, a majority Alaska
Native community on an island in the Bering
Sea 300 miles west of mainland Alaska, saw
an 88 percent reduction in allowable catch of
snow crab, from 45 million pounds in the
2020-2021 season to 5.6 million pounds in
2021-2022 season. According to city officials,
the local government experienced a $2.1
million reduction in tax revenues stemming
from the snow crab disaster in 2022. This
funding made up more than 60 percent of the
city’s general fund.

A city official said that without this tax
revenue, the city has struggled to maintain
essential municipal services. For example, the
city government’s workforce has gone from 41
staff down to 16, and the city laid off police
officers and its public works director in an
attempt to remain financially solvent.
Additionally, the city has proposed raising
utility rates on residents for water and refuse
disposal services.

In December 2023, the city’s Mayor, with input
from the co-located tribal government,
submitted a disaster request for the Alaska
Bering Sea Snow Crab Fishery. In January
2024, the Governor of Alaska also submitted
a disaster request for this fishery. The
National Marine Fisheries Service approved
these requests in April 2024 and allocated
$39.5 million. The spend plan for this disaster
remains under development as of April 2025.
Once the spend plan is finalized and
approved, payments to final recipients, which
may include crab harvesters, processors, and
communities, will be determined.

Source: GAO analysis of National Marine Fisheries Service

documents and interviews with city and tribal government
officials. | GAO-25-107076

distributed to final recipients, and some fishers or processors have gone
out of business or transitioned to another job by that time.

Some stakeholders cited significant impacts to communities as a result of
NMFS’ long processing times. For example, a fishing industry group in
Alaska said that remote communities depend on fisheries for their
livelihoods and cannot afford to wait a long time for NMFS to review their
requests and disburse funds. The industry group representative added
that processors in remote coastal communities create infrastructure to
support their business operations, which in turn, benefits the broader
community. For example, the processor will provide housing for the
employees who live on-site, open a grocery store so its employees can
purchase food, and bring in fuel for its operations and for employees to
purchase. Community members are also able to shop at the grocery store
and purchase fuel. If a fishery resource disaster occurs and the processor
shuts down, the community will lose access to these services.

Regarding communication, officials we interviewed from nine state and
three tribal fish and wildlife agencies said that communication from NMFS
is inadequate. Specifically, the officials said their agencies often do not
know the status of their requests for disaster assistance as they move
through the review process. This can make it difficult for them to respond
to fishers, processors, or communities that call asking for updates. For
example, an official from Florida told us that it is impossible to determine
the status of a disaster request. Additionally, officials from four states and
one Tribe said that they would like a tracking mechanism to be
maintained on NMFS’ website for each disaster request and for NMFS to
update the status regularly.
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Some Factors That May Make It Difficult for
Tribes to Request Fishery Resource
Disaster Assistance

Staff capacity of Tribes. An official with an
intertribal fish commission in Alaska that
represents small Tribes said that many Tribes
face workforce capacity issues when
attempting to access federal funding. The
official said Tribes may not have enough staff
to request a disaster determination and
monitor the progress of the disaster request
through the process.

Reimbursement payments. One tribal official
said that the funding for the fishery resource
disaster program is also largely
reimbursement-based, which is difficult for the
Tribe. Specifically, Tribes must initially have
cash on hand to pay for research projects,
and NMFS will reimburse them for these
expenses, according to the official.

Source: GAO analysis of interviews with tribal
officials. | GAO-25-107076

According to stakeholders, NMFS has not communicated key updates
about the review process to all potential requesters. For example, officials
we interviewed from four Tribes that have requested fishery resource
disaster assistance were not aware of FRDIA or the changes it made to
the review process. Officials we interviewed from one intertribal
commission were not aware that FRDIA includes language about impacts
to subsistence fishing. Additionally, while NMFS held workshops about
FRDIA for states and Tribes in the West Coast region and the state of
Alaska, NMFS has yet to conduct outreach to Tribes in Alaska.4” NMFS
headquarters officials said that they plan to engage with Tribes in Alaska
in 2025, but the details are still being determined.

Not Enough Time Has
Passed Since FRDIA's
Enactment to Assess the
Full Effects on Processing
Times

NMFS has started to take some actions in response to FRDIA that may
address stakeholders’ concerns about long processing times, but too little
time has elapsed since NMFS’ actions to assess the full effects of
FRDIA’s amendments. According to NMFS officials, the main approach to
speeding up the review process is through implementing FRDIA and
following the statutory timelines established for the fishery resource
disaster process.

No disaster requests had gone through the entire process to disburse
funds to the requester since FRDIA’s addition of timelines, as of August
2024. However, there is some early indication that the time it takes to
make determinations is decreasing. Based on our analysis, the median
time between NMFS receiving a request and making a disaster
determination for the 10 requests submitted in 2022 was 0.8 years (282
days). Following FRDIA’s enactment in December 2022, the median time
between NMFS receiving a request and making a determination for the
13 requests made in 2023 was 0.6 years (206 days). The time frame
dropped further to 0.4 years (140 days) for the seven requests submitted
from January through June 2024. Under FRDIA, the Secretary is to make
a disaster determination not later than 120 days after receiving a

47As of December 2024, there were 574 federally recognized Tribes in the United States,
including 229 federally recognized Alaska Native entities. 89 Fed. Reg. 99.899 (Dec. 11,
2024).
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complete request.48 NMFS headquarters officials said they have set an

internal goal of 60 days for NMFS to complete its review, leaving 60 days
for the Secretary to make a determination.4®

NMFS Has Taken Some NMFS has taken some actions to address other challenges, which relate
Actions to Address Other to information access, guidance, and assessing staffing needs. However,
Challenges but Issues issues remain in these areas. Specifically, not all agency officials who

. . . work on the program have access to up-to-date information on requests,
Remain W'th Information program guidance does not have complete details, and the agency has
Access, Guidance, and not assessed staffing needs despite higher workloads for the fishery

Assessing Stafﬁng Needs resource disaster program post-FRDIA.

NMFS Recently Developed a NMEFS officials told us headquarters staff input and track data on fishery

Tracking System, but Not All resource disaster requests using the agency’s internal tracking system,
NMFS Officials Have Access to the disaster grants dashboard. NMFS implemented this system in
It November 2023, and NMFS headquarters officials said they meet on a

weekly basis to discuss any pending and ongoing requests. When a
request stalls at any step of the review process, staff elevate the issue to
help move it to the next step, according to NMFS headquarters officials.

As of December 2024, only staff responsible for inputting data into the
dashboard have full access, while NMFS regional staff can view the data.
Other agency staff who work on the program do not have any access,
and NMFS’ website does not automatically reflect updates made in the
dashboard. NMFS headquarters officials could not explain why other

48The date NMFS receives a complete request is not necessarily the same date that
NMFS receives an original request. FRDIA sets forth the information required for a
complete request for a fishery disaster determination, which includes, among other things,
the geographical boundaries of the fishery, information needed to support a finding of a
fishery resource disaster, and significant 12-month revenue loss or negative subsistence
impact. See 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(3)(B). Under FRDIA, NMFS is to provide an interim
response to the requester not later than 20 days after receiving an original request that,
among other things, requests additional information needed if the original request is
considered incomplete. /d. § 1861a(a)(4)(A)(iv).

49The calculation of the timeline required under FRDIA for NMFS to make a disaster
determination varies slightly depending on the situation. If the applicable fishing season
has concluded, there is no applicable fishing season, or the fishery is expected to be
closed for the entire fishing season, the Secretary is to make a disaster determination not
later than 120 days after the Secretary receives a complete request. However, if the
applicable fishing season has not concluded, the Secretary is to make a disaster
determination not later than 120 days after the conclusion of the fishing season. See 16
U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(4)(B)(ii).
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NMFS Has Updated Public
Information but Does Not
Provide Complete Details

agency staff who work on the program were not given access to the
dashboard.

Without access to the tracking system, which now contains the most
updated information about requests, NMFS regional officials may not be
adequately equipped to respond to requests for status updates. For
example, officials from all four NMFS regions with ongoing requests said
they use NMFS’ public website as a source to respond to requests for
updates. An official from one region said the regional office is the face of
the program, but it does not have any more information about the status
of disaster requests than what appears on NMFS’ public website. While
NMFS officials told us that they plan to start a project in spring 2025 to
have NMFS’ website reflect updated information from the dashboard
automatically, they are still determining the details of this plan.

GAO'’s Key Practices for Evidence-Based Policymaking states that
federal agencies should communicate relevant information internally and
externally and tailor information to meet stakeholders’ needs.5° Providing
access to its dashboard to NMFS staff working on the program and using
this system to update its website would help NMFS staff to provide
current information to requesters and help inform the communities
affected by a fishery resource disaster about the status of requests.

As part of its implementation of FRDIA, according to NMFS officials, the
agency hosted three workshops in different regions during the spring and
summer of 2024 to provide information to states and Tribes about
FRDIA’s implementation. NMFS also updated the information on its
website by adding a “frequently asked questions” page about the program
that, among other things, describes changes made by in spring 2025
FRDIA. In addition, in the acknowledgment letters that NMFS sends to
requesters after receiving requests, the agency now includes a list of the
additional information needed if the original request is considered
incomplete.s1

However, stakeholders cited areas where NMFS could provide additional
guidance on the fishery resource disaster review process. For example,

50GAOQ, Evidence-Based Policymaking: Practices to Help Manage and Assess the Results
of Federal Efforts, GAO-23-105460 (Washington, D.C.: July 12, 2023).

51As noted previously, after FRDIA’s amendments, NMFS is required to provide an interim
response letter within 20 days of receiving a request that, among other things, requests
additional information concerning the fishery resource disaster, if the original request is
considered incomplete. 16 U.S.C. § 1861a(a)(4)(A)(iv).
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officials from six states and one Tribe said that they would like clearer
information about what to include in a spend plan, and what NMFS looks
for during its review of spend plans. A tribal official in Washington said it
is not clear what information is needed in a spend plan, which leads to
them getting comments back from NMFS or OMB requesting additional
information that causes further delays in the review process. Information
to be included in spend plans is described in FRDIA, as well as in Notice
of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) letters sent to requesters. There is,
however, limited information on NMFS’ website about what should be
included in a spend plan and what NMFS looks for during its review of
spend plans. Another area where state officials would like more guidance
is what to include in their requests for disaster assistance. For example,
officials from one state said that NMFS should provide a template for
what to include in a request, including the required data.

NMFS headquarters officials said the agency has been waiting on final
approval from OMB to publish updated program guidance on FRDIA
implementation since the summer of 2023.52 As of December 2024, while
waiting for final approval from OMB, NMFS officials said the agency was
re-evaluating the need to update its guidance given that OMB’s review
remains pending, the detail in FRDIA, and the updated information on
NMFS’ website on FRDIA.

GAO'’s Key Practices for Evidence-Based Policymaking states that
federal agencies should communicate relevant information internally and
externally and tailor information to meet stakeholders’ needs.53 By
providing more detailed information on its website to requesters about
what to include in fishery resource disaster assistance requests and
spend plans, NMFS will better inform requesters about what information
they need to provide. This could lead to the submission of more complete
requests and spend plans, which could also help reduce the amount of
time it takes NMFS to conduct reviews of both submissions, in turn
reducing the amount of time it takes requesters to receive assistance.

52As noted previously, NMFS issued a policy to provide guidance for evaluating requests
for fisheries disaster relief under the Magnuson-Stevens Act and the Interjurisdictional
Fisheries Act. NMFS, Policy on Disaster Assistance under Magnuson-Stevens Act 312(A)
and 315 and Interjurisdictional Fisheries Act 308(B) and 308(D) (May 8, 2007) (updated
Dec. 2021). The policy was issued prior to the enactment of FRDIA, and therefore does
not reflect FRDIA’s amendments, including the repeal of section 315 of the Magnuson-
Stevens Act and section 308 of the Interjurisdictional Fisheries Act.

53GA0-23-105460.
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NMFS Has a Higher Program
Workload but Has Not
Assessed Staffing Levels

NMFS received at least nine new requests for fishery resource disaster
assistance per year from 2016 to 2023. NMFS officials said that there is
uncertainty in the number of annual requests the program may receive,
which creates workload planning challenges. NMFS’ workload has also
increased due to implementation of the timelines required under FRDIA,
according to NMFS officials.

To help address this increased workload, the agency has redirected staff
from other programs to work on the fishery resource disaster program,
but program staffing levels have not increased overall, according to a
senior NMFS official. It is uncertain whether these staffing changes have
fully addressed the challenges related to NMFS’ increased workload. As
of December 2024, NMFS did not have any full-time headquarters staff
that work exclusively on the fishery resource disaster program because
staff generally work on multiple programs, according to this senior NMFS
official. Based on our conversations with regional officials, only the West
Coast region has a full-time staff member working on the program.

NMFS’ Office of Sustainable Fisheries current strategic plan includes an
objective focused on providing fishery resource disaster assistance in a
timelier way. This document, however, does not mention assessing
current staffing levels. In a separate effort, as of December 2024, the
Office of Sustainable Fisheries is undergoing a comprehensive review of
the current state of its headquarters workforce and developing a 2025—
2030 staffing plan, as part of a regular update to the office’s staffing plan.
According to NMFS officials however, this review is focused on
headquarters staff and will not cover all staff that work on the fishery
resource disaster assistance program, such as regional staff.

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) Human Capital Framework
directs agencies to plan for and manage their current and future
workforce needs.54 OPM has reported that one outcome of such actions
is a workforce that is positioned to address and accomplish evolving
priorities and objectives based on anticipated and unanticipated events.
In addition, our principles for effective strategic workforce planning state

540PM’s strategic human capital management regulation provides a framework for
comprehensive workforce planning. 5 C.F.R. pt. 250, subpt. B. The regulation establishes
the Human Capital Framework that is intended to improve human capital programs that
enable an agency to accomplish its mission objectives. See 81 Fed. Reg. 89,357, 89,358
(Dec. 12, 2016). Under this framework, agencies are responsible for planning,
implementing, evaluating, and improving human capital policies and programs, which
must be based on comprehensive workforce planning and analysis and align with agency
missions, goals, and strategic objectives. 5 C.F.R. § 250.204(a)(1)-(2).
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Stakeholders
Highlighted Federal
Programs the Fishery
Disaster Program
Could Learn from,
Which Have Varying
Design Features and
Face Challenges

that agencies should determine the critical skills and competencies
needed to achieve their missions and goals.5% Without assessing its
workforce in light of the recent workload changes that have occurred with
implementing FRDIA'’s timelines, NMFS will not be able to ensure that it
has the appropriate staffing levels in place to implement the program.

Some stakeholders told us that the fishery resource disaster program
could learn from other disaster-related assistance programs. We
reviewed our published reports for federal programs that provide
assistance to communities affected by disasters. We selected four
disaster-related assistance programs, (1) FEMA’s National Flood
Insurance Program (NFIP), (2) HUD’s Community Development Block
Grant Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR),%6 (3) SBA’s disaster loan program,
and (4) USDA's crop insurance program.5” According to our past reports,
these programs have varying design features, such as the type of
assistance they provide, eligibility requirements, and how funding may be
used. We found these design features may vary when compared to the
fishery resource disaster program. Our past reports have found the
selected programs all faced various challenges related to design or
implementation, and we have previously recommended ways to help
address these challenges.

Selected Federal
Programs’ Design
Features Affect How They
Provide Assistance to
Beneficiaries

When considering ways to help improve the fishery resource disaster
program, some stakeholders we spoke with pointed to other federal
disaster-related assistance programs as examples from which to learn.
For example, officials from five state agencies, representatives from an
intertribal organization, two of three interstate marine fisheries
commissions, and five fishing industry groups, among others, highlighted
positive attributes of FEMA and USDA programs, including crop

55GAOQ, Human Capital: Key Principles for Effective Strategic Workforce Planning,
GAO-04-39 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 11, 2003).

56Although CDBG-DR is not a permanently authorized program, for the purposes of this
report, we refer to it as a program.

57As previously described, we selected these programs based on businesses’ ability to
participate in the program, the number of our previously published reports about the
program, and type of assistance offered by the program, such as grants, loans, or
insurance. Additionally, we considered whether the program was mentioned by
stakeholders during interviews, and whether the program had enacted changes to limit
federal fiscal exposure. See appendix | for more information about our selection
methodology for these four programs.
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insurance.58 Interviews with a nonprofit organization, a state agency, and
two interstate marine fisheries commissions specifically highlighted crop
insurance.

According to our previous reports and agencies’ publicly available
information, the following programs have different design features, such
as eligible uses of assistance and sources of program funding. Design
features affect how programs provide assistance to people or businesses
after a disaster, known as beneficiaries:

« NFIP is a federal flood insurance program, meaning the federal
government assumes liability for insurance coverage and sets rates
for beneficiaries.5 Residential property owners, renters, and
businesses in participating communities can purchase federally
backed flood insurance from NFIP through a private insurance
company or directly from FEMA through NFIP Direct.€® When a flood-
related loss occurs, a beneficiary files a claim through their insurance
provider. The insurance provider adjusts the claim and pays the
beneficiary based on the policy coverages and deductibles at the time
of the loss.6' According to FEMA'’s website, it can take four to eight
weeks to finalize a standard claim and pay a beneficiary.62 As of
December 2022, about a third of beneficiaries paid a full-risk premium
for NFIP, meaning that about two-thirds of policyholders had part of

58An intertribal organization represents multiple Tribes’ interests. For example, one
intertribal organization we spoke with is an intertribal fish commission that represents 33
federally recognized Tribes.

S9NFIP is not a disaster assistance program. NFIP provides flood insurance to
policyholders (property owners, renters, or businesses) in participating communities. In
this report, we refer to these policyholders as “beneficiaries.”

60Community participation in NFIP is voluntary, but communities must join NFIP for their
residents to purchase flood insurance through the program. To participate in NFIP, a
community must adopt and enforce FEMA-approved building standards and floodplain
management strategies.

61Each year, more than 50 private insurance companies participate in the Write-Your-Own
program selling and servicing NFIP policies through their insurance agents. If beneficiaries
purchased their policies through NFIP Direct, they submit their flood loss claims to FEMA.
NFIP Direct and private insurance companies charge the same rates for flood insurance
coverage through NFIP.

62“Understanding Claim Payments,” How Do | Start My Flood Claim?, U.S. Department of
Homeland Security, accessed September 16, 2024, www.floodsmart.gov/how-do-i-start-
my-flood-claim.
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Grants and Fishery Resource Disasters

Federal grants can be funded in a variety of
ways. For example, fishery resource disaster
assistance and Community Development
Block Grant Disaster Recover (CDBG-DR) are
typically funded through congressional
appropriations on an ad hoc, or unplanned,
basis. Other federal disaster-related
assistance programs have reserve funds that
can receive annual or supplemental
appropriations. For example, the Department
of Health and Human Services has the
Infectious Diseases Rapid Response Reserve
Fund, which allows agencies to rapidly
respond to infectious disease threats through
activities such as diagnostic testing.

To establish a reserve fund, such as for the
fishery resource disaster program, Congress
would need to include a reserve fund in a
budget resolution that was adopted by both
the House of Representatives and Senate,
according to a Congressional Research
Service report.

Source: GAO analysis of previous GAO and Congressional
Research Service reports. | GAO-25-107076

their insurance premiums subsidized by NFIP.63 Unlike the fishery
resource disaster program, funds paid from NFIP claims cannot be
used to replace lost revenue; they can only be used to replace
structures and certain personal property (if included in the policy)
damaged by floods.

« CDBG-DR provides grants to state, tribal, or local governments
(grantees) to address needs not met by other disaster-related
assistance programs, principally for low- and moderate-income
persons. For funding to become available, the President must declare
a disaster, and Congress must appropriate funds.¢4 HUD then
publishes a notice in the Federal Register to allocate the funds to
grantees and outline grant processes and requirements. Unlike the
fishery resource disaster program, CDBG-DR lacks permanent
statutory authority. However, similar to the fishery resource disaster
program, Congress appropriates funding for each disaster for CDBG-
DR. Specifically, when disasters occur, Congress has often
appropriated funding for the program through supplemental
appropriations, with the amount of funding and the requirements for
the grantees’ use of the funds typically varying by disaster. Another
similarity with the fishery resource disaster program is the time for
CDBG-DR funds to reach grantees can be lengthy. For example, we
reported that following the wildfires in California in late summer 2018,
it took 2 months for a CDBG-DR supplemental appropriation to be
enacted and another 16 months for HUD to allocate the funding to
jurisdictions in the state.s5 Additional time was needed for grantees to
disburse funds to beneficiaries.

63GAO, FEMA'’s New Rate-Setting Methodology Improves Actuarial Soundness but
Highlights Need for Broader Program Reform, GAO-23-105977(Washington, D.C.: Jul. 31,
2023).

64In order for disaster survivors to receive CDBG-DR funding, the President must declare
a disaster under the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act
(Stafford Act). The Stafford Act permits the President to declare a major disaster in
response to a request by the governor of a state or territory or by the chief executive of a
tribal government. Such a declaration is the mechanism by which the federal government
becomes involved in funding and coordinating response and recovery activities.

65GAOQ, Disaster Recovery: Actions Needed to Improve the Federal Approach,
GAO-23-104956 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 15, 2022).
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Loans and Fishery Resource Disasters

Loans requiring repayment can present a
challenge to those experiencing a disaster
and may be sensitive to accruing more debt.
For example, some fishing industry groups
shared that fishers were already in debt from
paying for boats, fishing equipment, permits,
or other overhead expenses. When asked
about applying for a Small Business
Administration (SBA) disaster loan after a
fishery resource disaster, some fishing groups
shared concerns about taking on additional
debt or shared a preference for grant
payments. Other stakeholders said they may
be interested in a loan option.

Further, not everyone who experiences a
disaster may qualify for a loan. For example,
following the 2017 hurricanes, SBA denied
approximately 146,000 requests for disaster
loans, representing about 51 percent of
applicants, according to our previous reports.
The primary reasons applicants were denied
were a lack of repayment ability and an
unsatisfactory credit history.

Moreover, some communities may not be
aware of the loans they qualify for. For
example, several fishers from fishing industry
groups told us they were not aware they could
qualify for SBA disaster loans if they needed
assistance as a result of a fishery resource
disaster. The National Marine Fisheries
Service, however, informs fishers that have
experienced a fishery resource disaster they
may be eligible for assistance through SBA on
their website, determination letters, and press
releases.

Source: GAO analysis of interviews with fishing industry
stakeholders and previous GAO reports. | GAO-25-107076

« SBA'’s disaster loan program offers low-interest physical disaster
loans to help businesses, nonprofits, homeowners, and renters repair
or replace property damaged or destroyed in a federally declared
disaster. Small businesses and nonprofits are also eligible for
economic injury disaster loans, which may cover operating expenses
the business could have paid had the disaster not occurred. For
disaster loans to become available, the President or the SBA
Administrator must declare a disaster.66 After a disaster is declared,
individuals may apply for disaster loans subject to available funds.¢7
SBA then reviews the applications to determine if applicants meet
certain criteria. Unlike the fishery resource disaster program, this
program uses loans to distribute assistance that require repayment.
According to our past work, for the 2017 hurricane disasters, SBA
took about 70 days on average from loan application acceptance to
provide initial loan disbursement.68

66In addition to a declaration by the President under the Stafford Act, the SBA
Administrator also can issue an agency physical disaster declaration for events that do not
rise to the level of a major Presidential disaster declaration in response to a timely request
by a state governor.

67According to a Congressional Research Service report, SBA disaster loans receive
funding through the SBA Disaster Loan Account, which may receive annual
appropriations, supplemental appropriations, and revenue from disaster loan payments
(including interest on the loans). Congressional Research Service, Supplemental
Appropriations: SBA Disaster Loan Account, IN11433 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 1, 2023).

68GAQ, Small Business Administration: Disaster Loan Processing Was Timelier, but
Planning Improvements and Pilot Program Evaluation Needed, GAO-20-168 (Washington,
D.C.: Feb. 7, 2020).
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Insurance and Fishery Resource Disasters

According to a 2021 Casualty Actuarial
Society Research Brief, insurable criteria
included the event occur randomly, affect few
policyholders simultaneously, and not be
financially excessive for the insurance market,
among other requirements. Because fishery
resource disasters affect multiple fishers for
the same event and can have large financial
impacts, insurers may have difficulty offering
coverage for fishery resource disasters based
on these criteria.

However, a fishing industry group we spoke to
said they would be interested in purchasing
fishery insurance if it existed and was
affordable. One stakeholder with whom we
spoke is researching the possibility of using
fishery insurance to provide payments to
fishers once specific conditions are met, such
as a sea surface temperature change or a
drop in revenue for a fishery. Stakeholders
who examined the possibility of fishery
insurance, however, expressed concerns
about offering insurance that covered lost
income from a fishery disaster because of the
potential for bad incentives, such as fraud.

Source: GAO analysis of interviews with insurance
stakeholders. | GAO-25-107076

« Crop insurance helps mitigate the risks of farming from natural
disasters and revenue loss by allowing farmers to purchase federally
subsidized insurance policies.® Farmers can insure against
production losses due to natural disasters, such as drought or
flooding, or financial losses from commaodity price declines. USDA
partners with private insurance companies to sell and service
insurance policies. When a covered event occurs, a beneficiary files a
claim within 72 hours of the beneficiary’s initial discovery of damage
or loss of production with the insurance company that handles the
claim adjustment and payment process.” The insurance company
determines if the claim is valid. If the claim is determined to be valid,
payments are then made to beneficiaries through the insurance
companies. According to at least two crop insurance companies,
farmers typically receive payments within 30 days of the claim being
finalized.

The federal government subsidizes farmers’ premiums and the
insurance companies’ administrative and operating expenses.
According to USDA'’s Risk Management Agency (RMA), in 2023 the
program cost the federal government $14.6 billion, of which they paid
$9.7 billion (66 percent) to farmers and $4.9 billion (34 percent) to
insurance companies.”2 Similar to the fishery resource disaster
program, crop insurance can help compensate farmers for lost
revenue.

For examples of the design features of our selected disaster programs
alongside the fishery resource disaster program, see table 1.

69Crop insurance is not a disaster assistance program. Crop insurance provides insurance
coverage to participating farmers. In this report, we refer to these policyholders as
“beneficiaries” for clarity.

70The program includes financial incentives for these companies to participate.
Beneficiaries cannot file a claim later than 15 days after the end of the insurance period
unless otherwise stated in the individual crop policy.

71As of 2025, 12 insurance companies participate in the federal crop insurance program.

72Risk Management Agency, Crop Year Government Cost of Federal Crop Insurance
Program (Mar. 11, 2024). The amount paid to farmers is the net financial benefit they
receive from the program calculated by subtracting producer-paid premium (total premium
minus premium subsidy) from indemnities. The amount paid to insurance companies is
the sum of the underwriting gains paid to the companies and the program delivery subsidy
(also referred to as administrative and operating subsidy).
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|
Table 1: Examples of Design Features of the Fishery Resource Disaster Program and Selected Federal Programs That Provide
Disaster-Related Assistance

Program Type of Highlights of process to obtain Examples of Source of program funding
disaster- assistance eligible uses of
related assistance
assistance
provided
Fishery resource Grant? Tribe, state, or territory requests Partially Ad hoc congressional
disaster program disaster assistance. The Secretary of compensate for appropriations.?
Commerce determines whether a lost revenue.
disaster occurred. If so, Congress
can appropriate funding for the
disaster. Funding is then disbursed to
the requester.
National Flood Insurance The beneficiary files a claim, and an  Replace or repair  Insurance premiums paid by
Insurance Program insurance assessment is completed. structures. beneficiaries and the federal
(NFIP) If the claim is valid, the beneficiary Replace damaged government.
receives payment based on their personal property. Federal borrowing from the U.S.
policy coverages and deductibles.® Department of the Treasury when
premium revenue from
beneficiaries is insufficient to pay
for claims.
Community Grant? President declares a disaster and Funding is Ad hoc congressional
Development Block Congress appropriates funding. The intended to goto  appropriations.
Grant Disaster Department of Housing and Urban communities with
Recovery (CDBG- Development allocates funding to the most unmet
DR) tribal, state or local governments need.
(grantees). Grantees can generally
use subrecipients to issue awards to
beneficiaries.
Small Business Loan President or SBA Administrator Replace or repair  Principal and interest payments.
Administration declares a disaster, and individuals,  property. Annual congressional
(SBA) disaster loan nonprofits, and bl:csinesses subgﬂt Help cover appropriations.
program loan applications for review by SBA.  p siness Ad hoc con .
. A gressional
If approved, loans are issued. operating appropriations.®
expenses.
Crop insurance Insurance The beneficiary files a claim, and an  Partially Insurance premiums paid by

program

insurance assessment is completed.
If the claim is valid, the beneficiary
receives a payment.©

compensate for
lost revenue.

policyholders and the federal
government.

Congressional appropriations.®

Source: GAO summary of the fishery disaster assistance program and previously published GAO reports and publicly available information on selected programs. | GAO-25-107076.

Although CDBG-DR is not a permanently authorized program, for the purposes of this report, we refer
to it as a program. All of these programs can be used by businesses.

#The program may provide assistance through mechanisms other than grants, such as loans, to

beneficiaries.

®The timing of ad hoc congressional appropriations varies.
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‘Those who purchase insurance policies are policyholders. For the purposes of this report, we will
refer to them as “beneficiaries.”

9The SBA disaster loan program can run out of money and may require additional appropriations. For
example, according to SBA’s website, the program ran out of funds in October 2024 after increased
demands following Hurricane Helene.

¢Funding for crop insurance is permanently authorized by the Federal Crop Insurance Act (FCIA) of
1980, as amended, and funded with congressional appropriations authorized for “mandatory
expenses” specified by statute. 7 U.S.C. § 1516(a)(2).

We Have Highlighted
Challenges and
Recommended Ways to
Improve Selected
Disaster-Related
Assistance Programs

We have identified challenges associated with the four selected programs
from relevant reports. We have previously made recommendations for
executive action and identified matters for congressional consideration to
help improve their operations. For example:

« FEMA NFIP. NFIP, which has been on GAO’s High-Risk List since
2006, faces significant challenges due to its competing goals: keeping
flood insurance affordable and keeping the program fiscally solvent.3
Across previous relevant reports, we made three recommendations to
FEMA to incorporate actuarially sound practices into the program.74 In
addition, in 2008, we recommended that NFIP premiums fully reflect
the actuarially expected losses for the program.?5 In 2021, FEMA
implemented our recommendation and established a new ratemaking
methodology, which brought NFIP closer to actuarial soundness.
Across previous relevant reports, we have also recommended that
Congress consider three matters related to NFIP’s solvency and
affordability. For example, in 2023, we recommended that Congress
consider addressing NFIP’s legacy and potential future debt and to
consider the best means for doing so, such as providing funding to
make up for the statutorily generated premium shortfall.”® This matter
had not been addressed as of January 2025.

« HUD CDBG-DR. Across previous relevant reports, we made four
recommendations related to assessing grantee materials, state and

73GA0-25-107743.

74The statutory definition of an actuarial rate is one that covers all costs, as prescribed by
principles and standards of practice in ratemaking adopted by the American Academy of
Actuaries and the Casualty Actuarial Society, including an estimate of the expected value
of future costs, all costs associated with the transfer of risk, and the costs associated with
an individual risk transfer with respect to risk classes, as defined by FEMA. 42 U.S.C. §
4014 (a)(1)(B)(iv).

75GAO, Flood Insurance: FEMA’s Rate-Setting Process Warrants Attention, GAO-09-12
(Washington, D.C.: Oct. 31, 2008).

76GA0-23-105977.
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local reported challenges, and fraud risk. For example, in 2021, we
recommended that HUD comprehensively assess CDBG-DR for fraud
risks because its decentralized structure makes it vulnerable to
fraud.”” This recommendation was partially addressed as of February
2024 when HUD completed an assessment that included questions
related to fraud. We also recommended that Congress consider two
matters related to disaster recovery across previous relevant reports,
including to consider establishing permanent statutory authority for a
disaster assistance program that responds to unmet needs in a timely
manner.7® Having permanent statutory authority could help address
challenges with CDBG-DR, such as customized grant requirements
and delayed funding disbursement for each disaster. This matter had
not been addressed as of January 2025.

« SBA disaster loans. Across previous relevant reports, we made four
recommendations to SBA related to its outreach efforts. For example,
in 2020, we found that SBA did not have metrics for how well its
outreach efforts informed potential beneficiaries about the program,
and we recommended that SBA establish such metrics.”® SBA
implemented this recommendation in 2020 by incorporating metrics
into its 2020 annual customer satisfaction survey.

« USDA crop insurance. Across previous relevant reports, we made
three recommendations to help address our long-standing concerns
regarding the cost of the program. For example, in 2015, we
recommended that USDA, as appropriate, increase premium rates in
areas with higher crop production risks by as much as the full 20
percent annually allowed by law.80 We made this recommendation
because USDA did not raise these premium rates to the extent the
law allows to make the rates more actuarially sound for the higher risk
premium rates. This recommendation had not been addressed as of
January 2025.

7TGAO, Disaster Recovery: HUD Should Take Additional Action to Assess Community
Development Block Grant Fraud Risks, GAO-21-177 (Washington, D.C.: May 5, 2021).

78GAOQ, Disaster Recovery: Better Monitoring of Block Grant Funds Is Needed,
GAO-19-232 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 25, 2019).

79GA0-20-168.

80GAOQ, Crop Insurance: In Areas with Higher Crop Production Risks, Costs Are Greater,
and Premiums May Not Cover Expected Losses, GAO-15-215 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 9,
2015).
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Saving for Disasters

The rising number, frequency, and impact of
disasters in the U.S. due to changes in the
climate combined with a greater reliance on
federal assistance has increased the federal
government’s fiscal exposure. However, our
past work found the federal budget does not
generally account for disaster assistance
provided by Congress or the long-term
impacts of climate change on existing federal
programs.

The costs of recent disasters have illustrated
the need for planning for climate change risks
and investing in resilience. We have
previously found that most of the selected
federal disaster-related programs could
reduce their fiscal exposure.

Source: GAO analysis of previous GAO
reports. | GAO-25-107076

Conclusions

We also recommended that Congress consider three matters related to
reducing the high cost of crop insurance program for the federal
government across our previous relevant reports. For example, in 2014,
we recommended that Congress consider reducing the level of federal
premium subsidies for revenue crop insurance policies to reduce program
costs.8! This matter had not been addressed as of January 2025.
According to RMA, 82 the program cost the federal government $14.6
billion in crop year 2023.83 Crop insurance is projected to cost the federal
government an average of $12.4 billion per year from 2024 to 2034,
according to the Congressional Budget Office.8

Commercial and recreational marine fisheries are critical to the nation’s
economy, provide numerous jobs, and can serve as a lifeline for
surrounding communities, particularly those in remote locations. Fishery
resource disasters can affect large areas and result in large negative
economic impacts for affected communities. There have been long-
standing concerns among stakeholders about the time it takes to request
and receive assistance from the fishery resource disaster program. In
addition, Congress passed two laws to make changes to the program
recently. NMFS has taken actions to implement FRDIA, which amended
the Magnuson-Stevens Act in 2022 to, among other things, add required
time frames for processing disaster requests, and initial data indicate that
NMFS’ implementation of the act’s statutory timelines may be resulting in
faster determinations of whether a disaster occurred.

NMFS has taken some actions to address challenges to accessing
information, but challenges continue to exist regarding access to status

81GAO, Crop Insurance: Considerations in Reducing Federal Premium Subsidies,
GAO-14-700 (Washington, D.C.: Aug. 8, 2014).

82Risk Management Agency, Crop Year Government Cost of Federal Crop Insurance
Program (Mar. 11, 2024).

83In 2022, premium subsidies increased because premiums increased, which was a result
of prices increasing for major crops, such as corn and soybeans. In addition to premium
subsidies, the program’s total cost includes A&O subsidies and underwriting gains paid to
insurance companies.

84Congressional Budget Office, Baseline Projections for Farm Programs (June 2024).
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Recommendations for
Executive Action

updates as requests go through the fishery resource disaster process.
Specifically, not all agency staff who work on the program have access to
the internal system to track requests, and the NMFS’ website does not
automatically reflect updates made in the agency’s internal system.
NMFS officials said the agency plans to automate this process in 2025,
but the details of this plan are still being determined. Improving
information access for NMFS staff would enable them to provide current
information to requesters and help inform the communities affected by a
fishery resource disaster about the status of requests.

As part of implementing FRDIA and sharing information on the changes it
made to the fishery resource disaster process, NMFS has hosted
workshops and updated its website. However, stakeholders cited areas
where NMFS could provide more complete information on the process.
For example, NMFS provides information about what to include in a
spend plan in correspondence with requesters, but the agency provides
limited information on its website about these requirements or what it
looks for during its reviews of requests. In addition, the agency is waiting
on final approval to issue formal guidance on FRDIA and is re-evaluating
whether it will do so. In the meantime, providing more detailed information
on its website will allow NMFS to inform requesters to help them better
understand the information they need to provide—potentially reducing the
amount of time it takes for requesters to receive assistance.

NMFS faces higher workloads due to implementing the required
processing timelines under FRDIA. While the agency has redirected staff
from other programs to work on the fishery resource disaster program, it
has not assessed staffing levels for the program. NMFS is currently
undergoing a comprehensive review of its workforce and developing a
staffing plan, but this effort is not focused on the fishery resource disaster
assistance program. Assessing staffing levels for the program in light of
the programmatic changes that have occurred in recent years will allow
NMFS to ensure that it has the appropriate staff and workforce structure
in place. This would also allow the agency to provide timely assistance to
businesses and communities affected by fishery resource disasters.

We are making the following three recommendations to NMFS:

The Assistant Administrator for NMFS should provide access to the
tracking system to staff working on the fishery resource disaster program
and use information from this system to update the program website.
(Recommendation 1)
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Agency Comments

The Assistant Administrator for NMFS should provide more detailed
information on NMFS’ website about the fishery resource disaster
process to clarify the requirements for documents submitted by
requesters, such as requests for fishery resource disaster assistance and
spend plans. (Recommendation 2)

The Assistant Administrator for NMFS should assess whether staffing
capacity is sufficient to administer the fishery resource disaster program.
(Recommendation 3)

We provided a draft of this report to the Department of Commerce for
review and comment. NOAA, on behalf of Commerce, provided written
comments, which are reproduced in appendix IV, and which we
summarize below. NOAA also provided technical comments, which we
incorporated as appropriate.

In their written comments, NOAA agreed with our recommendations and
described actions they plan to take to address them. These actions
include granting access to the tracking system to regional staff involved in
the fisheries resource disaster program to improve transparency and
responsiveness. Additionally, NOAA agreed to enhance its website with
more detailed information and stated that it is working to ensure that up-
to-date information is readily available on its public website, as resources
allow. NOAA stated that it will evaluate whether the staffing capacity
across the agency is sufficient to administer the fishery resource disaster
program as resources allow noting that the agency is operating under a
hiring freeze and is preparing for a likely reduction in force across the
agency.

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional
committees, the Secretary of Commerce, and other interested parties. In
addition, the report will be available at no charge on the GAO website
WWW.gao.gov.
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If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact
me at JohnsonCD1@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of
Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page
of this report. GAO staff members who made key contributions to this
report are listed in appendix V.

Sincerely,

//SIGNED//

Cardell D. Johnson
Director, Natural Resources and Environment
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Appendix |: Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

This report (1) describes the fishery resource disaster process, including
recent changes; (2) describes the number of fishery resource disaster
requests submitted from January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024, amount of
funding disbursed, and time needed to disburse the funding; (3) examines
stakeholder-reported challenges related to the fishery resource disaster
program and what the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has
done to address them; and (4) describes our past work on selected
federal disaster-related assistance programs.

For our first objective, we reviewed relevant federal laws, including the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act
(Magnuson-Stevens Act). We also reviewed the Fishery Resource
Disasters Improvement Act (FRDIA) and Fishery Improvement to
Streamline untimely regulatory Hurdles post Emergency Situation
(FISHES) Act, both of which amended the Magnuson-Stevens Act.!

We identified information related to the fishery resource disaster program
such as statutory review timelines, disaster assistance eligibility
requirements, acceptable uses of disaster funds, and information required
to be included in a complete spend plan. We also reviewed relevant
agency documents and information, including NMFS’ November 2023
standard operating procedures for the fishery resource disaster program,
and information on NMFS’ website as of March 2025. In addition, we
interviewed officials responsible for administering the program, including
officials at NMFS headquarters, all five NMFS regional offices, and all
three of the interstate marine fisheries commissions.

For our second objective, we analyzed NMFS’ data on fishery resource
disaster assistance requests received from January 1, 2014, to June 30,
2024, the most recent 10.5-year period at the time of our analysis. These
data included information such as who requested the disaster assistance,
the fishery affected, date of request, date of disaster determination, and
date and amount of funding that was disbursed to the requester.

NMFS started using a new system—the disaster grants dashboard—to
track its fishery resource disaster assistance process in November 2023.
Prior to the dashboard’s introduction, NMFS used a legacy data system

1Pub. L. No. 118-229, 138 Stat. 2824 (2025) (FISHES Act); Pub. L. No. 117-328, div. S,
tit. 1, 136 Stat. 4459, 5261 (2022) (FRDIA); Pub. L. No. 94-265, 90 Stat. 331 (1976)
(codified as amended at 16 U.S.C. §§ 1801-1891d) (Magnuson-Stevens Act).
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Methodology

and did not track all phases of the process.2 To assess the reliability of
the data, we reviewed relevant documentation such as the data entry
instruction manual and spoke with NMFS officials within the Office of
Sustainable Fisheries and National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA).

NOAA'’s Grants Management Division is responsible for updating the data
and the website on disaster requests. We conducted logic and electronic
testing on the data to identify obvious errors. To populate the dashboard,
NMFS officials said that they entered information about previously
requested fishery resource disasters into the disaster grants dashboard
prior to its introduction in November 2023. NMFS officials said they were
very confident in the accuracy of the data for requests for fishery resource
disaster assistance received in 2018 or later, which includes the majority
(80) of the 111 requests received from January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024.
As such, we restricted our analysis about the timeliness of fund disbursal
to requesters to the 56 requests that were approved since 2018.

To assess the accuracy of the data for the 31 requests for fishery
resource disasters that were received before 2018, we compared the
information available on NMFS’ public website to the information about
those requests in the dashboard. We did not find any obvious
discrepancies. We determined the data for the 10.5-year period in our
scope were reliable for our purposes to describe the number of fishery
resource disasters and their characteristics.

We also reviewed a non-generalizable sample of funding awards for 14
fishery resource disaster assistance requests for a more in-depth review
of how disaster funding was used. We selected one request for
assistance for each of our selected 10 states and four Tribes. Six of our
selected states (Louisiana, Maine, North Carolina, Oregon, Rhode Island,
and South Carolina) and two of our selected Tribes (Port Gamble
S’Klallam Tribe and Squaxin Island Tribe) each had one disaster request
for which funding was disbursed. The remaining four states (Alaska,
California, Florida, and Washington) and two Tribes (Quileute Tribe and
Yurok Tribe) had multiple disaster requests for which funding was
disbursed. For those requesters, we selected the most recently
completed request for fishery resource disaster that reached the end of its
financial award. For each of the 14 awards, we reviewed NMFS data

2FRDIA added statutory timelines for specific phases of the fishery resource disaster
process.
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about funding amounts; documents such as spend plans, budget
narratives and status reports to NMFS about grant activities; and
requested information from requesters about direct payments to final
recipients.

For our third objective—to identify what NMFS has done to address
challenges identified by stakeholders—we reviewed documents, such as
information that NMFS provides to requesters. We also interviewed
officials responsible for administering the program, including officials at
NMFS headquarters, all five NMFS regional offices, and all three of the
interstate marine fisheries commissions.

We also identified a non-generalizable sample and conducted semi-
structured interviews with representatives from 10 states and four Tribes
that had requested assistance. To select state officials to interview, we
considered the NMFS regions that received requests for fishery resource
disaster assistance from January 1, 2014 to June 30, 2024. Four of the
five NMFS regions had ongoing requests during that time.3 Within each of
those regions, we selected three states in total: the two states that had
the largest number of requests for fishery resource disaster assistance,
and one state that had the smallest number of requests for disaster
assistance. 4 To select our four Tribes, we reached out to the Tribes that
had submitted the largest number of requests for fishery resource
disaster assistance.5

We identified common themes from our discussions with stakeholders
about challenges they experienced and changes they would suggest
making to fishery resource disaster assistance. We interviewed an
additional Tribe to provide greater balance to describe the experiences of
Tribes in remote Alaska.® We also met with representatives from two
intertribal organizations and officials from three local governments that

3NMFS’ Pacific Islands Regional Office did not receive any fishery resource disaster
assistance requests between January 1, 2014, to June 30, 2024. As a result, the team did
not meet with any state or industry group in the region.

4With the exception of the Alaska Region, we selected three states from the remaining
three regions. Our 10 selected states included: Alaska, California, Florida, Louisiana,
Maine, North Carolina, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina, and Washington.

50ur four selected Tribes included Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, Quileute Tribe, Squaxin
Island Tribe, and Yurok Tribe.

6We met with the Aleut Community of Saint Paul Island because it is a federally
recognized Tribe that was also affected by a fishery resource disaster in remote Alaska.
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received fishery resource disaster assistance.” Finally, we interviewed
representatives from 11 selected fishing industry organizations
representing affected fisheries in the Alaska and Southeastern NMFS
regions. We reached out to fishing industry groups in the other two
regions that had requests but did not receive a response.8

We conducted site visits to Alaska and Louisiana to meet with state fish
and wildlife agency officials, local government officials, and fishing
industry representatives from fisheries that received fishery resource
disaster assistance. We conducted site visits to these states based on the
number of requests made and amount of funding received from the
fishery resource disaster program, their geographic diversity, and the size
of their respective fishing industries.

For our fourth objective, we performed a literature review to identify
potential stakeholders and policy options for the fishery resource disaster
program. However, the results were not specific to the fishery resource
disaster program, and we therefore did not use the literature review
results to inform our work. As a result, we reviewed our previous reports,
published between January 1, 2014 to June 30, 2024, on 10 disaster-
related assistance programs and spoke with our staff who had worked on
these reports.® From this work, we judgmentally selected four programs
for our review based on whether businesses are eligible to apply for

7Our conversations with intertribal commissions included interviews with representatives
from the Kuskokwim River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, which represents 33 Tribes
located along the Kuskokwim River in Alaska, and the Chignik Intertribal Coalition, which
represents the five federally recognized Tribes located in the communities of Chignik Bay,
Chignik Lagoon, Chignik Lake, Ivanof Bay and Perryville in southwest Alaska. Our
conversations with local governments included interviews with officials from the Aleutians
East Borough, City of Saint Paul, and the Lake and Peninsula Borough in Alaska.

8We reached out to two fishing industry associations in the Greater Atlantic and West
Coast NMFS regions to request an interview on multiple occasions and received no
response.

9We reviewed our reports on the following 10 disaster-related assistance programs:
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) National Flood Insurance Program
(NFIP), FEMA Individual Assistance, Department of Health and Human Services (HHS)
Infectious Diseases Rapid Response Reserve Fund, Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) Community Development Block Grants Disaster Recovery (CDBG-
DR), Small Business Administration (SBA) Disaster Loans, Department of Treasury
Terrorism Risk Insurance, U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Crop Insurance, USDA
Dairy Margin Coverage Program, USDA Emergency Assistance for Livestock, Honeybees
and Farm-Raised Fish Program, and USDA Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance
Program. We refer to these programs, fund, and grant as ‘programs’ in this report.
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assistance; the type of assistance offered by the program, such as grants,
loans, or insurance; and the number of our reports on the program.

We also considered whether a program was mentioned during our
interviews with stakeholders and whether the program had undergone
changes to limit federal fiscal exposure. Based on those criteria, we
selected the following disaster-related assistance programs: FEMA NFIP,
HUD CDBG-DR, SBA disaster loan program, and USDA crop insurance
program.0 For these programs, we spoke with officials from the
Congressional Research Service who had previously done research on
the selected programs to further our understanding of the programs.

We also reviewed 30 of our previously published relevant reports related
to the programs. We identified the design characteristics of the programs,
the programs’ challenges we had previously identified, and the central
themes of any matters for congressional consideration (matters) and
recommendations for executive action (recommendations) we previously
directed toward the selected programs (see app. Il for a list of these
reports). To identify these themes, we went through each report and
identified the central theme for each matter and recommendation.’! The
team identified nine different themes for the matters, and 28 different
themes for the recommendations, such as information availability, cost,
and outreach.'2 For example, if a recommendation suggested that an
agency assess its outreach metrics to disaster survivors, the team
identified “outreach” as the central theme for our purposes.

We conducted this performance audit from October 2023 to April 2025 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

10Although CDBG-DR is not a permanently authorized program, for the purposes of this
report, we refer to it as a program.

11Not all reports the team examined contained matters or recommendations.

12Across these 30 previously published reports, we reviewed 13 matters and 50
recommendations. See appendix Ill for a full list of the reports included in our review.
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Appendix Il: Summary of 14 Selected
Fishery Resource Disaster Requests

Table 2 includes information about our 14 selected disaster requests. We
selected one fishery resource disaster request per selected state and
Tribe (see app. | for additional information about our selection process).
The selected disaster requests are limited to requests for which disaster
assistance funds had already been disbursed to requesters as of August
2024. The table shows the state or Tribe that submitted the request,
disaster name, request date, total amount of funds disbursed. It also
includes a short summary of how funds were used based on our reviews
of spend plans and follow-up correspondence with requesters who
disbursed funds to final recipients. Most disaster requests included direct
payments as part of the planned funding. In total, the National Marine
Fisheries Service (NMFS) obligated $152,686,461 for the 14 disasters as
of August 2024. See table below for more information.

. ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Table 2: Summary of 14 Selected Fishery Resource Disaster Requests

State or Tribe Disaster name Date of request Funding award Month and year Funds How funds were

requesting start date payment obligated® used

fishery resource distributed to final

disaster recipients

assistance

Alaska Gulf of Alaska 09/28/2016 07/01/2019 December 2019 $53,849,765 Direct paymentsP to
Pink Salmon, fishing permit
2016 holders, vessel

crew, fish

processors, and
municipalities
Research on
improving
information used to
manage Alaskan

pink salmon
fisheries
California California 06/18/2019 08/01/2021 January 2022 $2,216,685 Direct payments® to
Pacific Sardine fishers and fish
Fishery, 2017—- processors
2019 Research on

sardine abundance
and surveys for
stock assessment

Florida Hurricane 10/23/2018 08/01/2021 April 2022 $7,804,188 Direct payments® to
Michael, 2018 charter operators,
seafood dealers,
and fishers

Infrastructure
improvements,
such as repairing
marinas
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Resource Disaster Requests

State or Tribe

Disaster name

Date of request Funding award Month and year

Funds

How funds were

requesting start date payment obligated® used
fishery resource distributed to final
disaster recipients
assistance
Louisiana Gulf of Mexico  06/13/2019 07/01/2023 April 2024 $58,284,841 Research on
Freshwater mitigating impacts
Flooding, 2019 of future Bonnet
Carre Spillway
openings
Maine Atlantic Herring, 07/06/2020 04/01/2023 June 2023 $7,191,787 Direct paymentsP to
2019 fishing permit and
license holders
North Carolina Hurricane 11/01/2018 01/01/2022 September 2022° $7,720,272 Direct payments® to
Florence, 2018 seafood dealers,
fish processors,
charter operators,
and bait-and-tackle
shops, and ocean
fishing pier
businesses
Oregon Oregon and 05/24/2017 05/01/2020 September 2020 $2,147,850 Direct paymentsP to
California salmon fishers,
Klamath River commercial fishing
Chinook vessels, and fish
Salmon Fishery, processors
2016-2017
Port Gamble Washington 07/31/2016 05/01/2023 -€ $2,766,657 Direct payments® to
S’Klallam Tribe ~ South Puget fishers
Sound Coho, Infrastructure
Chinook, and improvements,
Chum Salmorl such as building
Fishery, 2015 freezer storage
Research on
improving the Coho
net pen program
Quileute Tribe Washington 06/23/2016 05/01/2020 -© $969,030 Direct paymentsP to
State Coho commercial fishers
Salmon Research on Coho
Fisheries, 2016 salmon surveys
Rhode Island Atlantic Herring, 10/14/2020 04/01/2023 May 2024f $241,057 Direct paymentsP to

2019

commercial fishing
license holders
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Resource Disaster Requests

State or Tribe

Disaster name

Date of request Funding award Month and year

Funds How funds were

requesting start date payment obligated® used
fishery resource distributed to final
disaster recipients
assistance
South Carolina Georgia and 11/16/2018 03/01/2023 August 2023 $3,934,307 Direct payments® to
South Carolina commercial shrimp
Penaeid harvesters and
Shrimp, 2018 seafood dealers
Infrastructure
improvements,
such as dock
repairs
Squaxin Island Washington 5/9/2016 05/01/2023 -© $2,502,613 Infrastructure
Tribe South Puget improvements,
Sound Coho, such as net and
Chinook, and gear replacement
Chum Salmor:j Research on Coho
Fishery, 2015 salmon production
Washington Washington 09/14/2016 05/01/2019 November 2019 $833,567 Direct payments® to
Ocean Salmon fishers in troll
Troll Fishery, sector and ocean
2016 salmon troll charter
operators
Yurok Tribe Klamath River ~ 02/11/2019 08/01/2021 November 2021 $2,223,842 Direct payments® to
Fall Chinook commercial fishers
Commercial Infrastructure
Fishery, 2018 improvements such
(Yurok) as installing
freezers
Total $152,686,461

Source: GAO review of National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) data, fishery resource disaster spend plans, and interviews with NMFS officials, state officials, and representatives from the Pacific

States Marine Fisheries Commission. | GAO-25-107076.

The Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission (PSMFC) distributed funding to final recipients for
disaster requests from the Alaska, California, Oregon, Washington, and the Yurok Tribe along the
West Coast.

2Includes 0.1 percent reduction for Hollings Rescission.

®There are different people that are part of fishing operations and who may receive direct payments.
There are permit or license holders who have the rights to catch a certain amount of fish. There are
captains and crew—fishers—who catch the fish as part of commercial operations and charter
operators who take clients out to fish. On land, there are fish processors who process the fish,
seafood dealers who sell the fish, municipalities who collect taxes on fishing operations, and
associated fishing businesses such as bait-and-tackle shops.

°According to North Carolina officials, all payments were issued by September 2022.

9This disaster involved the Nisqually Indian Tribe, Squaxin Island Tribe, Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe,
and Jamestown S’Klallam Tribe.

¢We were unable to confirm when direct payments were distributed to final recipients for the Port
Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, Quileute Tribe, and Squaxin Island Tribe. According to PSMFC officials,
Tribes other than the Yurok Tribe have issued payments to final recipients themselves, and PSMFC
does not have data on the timing of those payments.

fAccording to Rhode Island officials, all payments should be disbursed by May 31, 2024.
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Appendix lll: Past Relevant Reports Related
to Select Federal Disaster-Related
Assistance Programs

We reviewed our previous relevant reports related to four selected federal
disaster-related assistance programs: Federal Emergency Management
Agency’s (FEMA) National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), Department
of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) Community Development
Block Grant Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR), Small Business
Administration’s (SBA) disaster loan program, and U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s (USDA) crop insurance program.' Below, we list the relevant
reports for each program that were published from January 1, 2014, to
June 30, 2024.2

FEMA's National Flood
Insurance Program

Flood Insurance: FEMA’s New Rate-Setting Methodology Improves
Actuarial Soundness but Highlights Need for Broader Program Reform.
GAO-23-105977. Washington, D.C.: July 31, 2023.

Disaster Recovery: Additional Actions Needed to Identify and Address
Potential Recovery Barriers. GAO-22-104039. Washington, D.C.:
December 15, 2021.

National Flood Insurance Program: Congress Should Consider Updating
the Mandatory Purchase Requirement. GAO-21-578. Washington, D.C.:
July 30, 2021.

Climate Change: Opportunities to Reduce Federal Fiscal Exposure.
GAO-19-625T. Washington, D.C.: June 11, 2019.

Fiscal Exposures: Federal Insurance and Other Activities That Transfer
Risk or Losses to the Government. GAO-19-353. Washington, D.C.:
March 27, 2019.

Flood Insurance: Comprehensive Reform Could Improve Solvency and
Enhance Resilience. GAO-17-425. Washington, D.C.: April 27, 2017.

National Flood Insurance Program: Options for Providing Affordability
Assistance. GAO-16-190. Washington, D.C.: February 10, 2016.

1Although CDBG-DR is not a permanently authorized program, for the purposes of this
report, we refer to it as a program.

2Some of our reports focus on multiple selected programs. As result, some of the reports
are listed multiple times in this appendix. See appendix | for additional information about
our methodology.
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Appendix lll: Past Relevant Reports Related to
Select Federal Disaster-Related Assistance
Programs

Flood Insurance: Strategies for Increasing Private Sector Involvement.
GAO-14-127. Washington, D.C.: January 22, 2014.

HUD’s Community
Development Block Grant
Disaster Recovery
(CDBG-DR)

Disaster Recovery: HUD Should Develop Data Collection Guidance to
Support Analysis of Block Grant Fraud Risks. GAO-23-104382.
Washington, D.C.: August 17, 2023.

Disaster Assistance: Action Needed to Improve Resilience, Response,
And Recovery. GAO-23-106544. Washington, D.C.: March 15, 2023.

Disaster Recovery: Better Information Is Needed on the Progress of Block
Grant Funds. GAO-23-105295. Washington, D.C.: December 15, 2022.

Disaster Recovery: Actions Needed to Improve the Federal Approach.
GAO-23-104956. Washington, D.C.: November 15, 2022.

Disaster Recovery: Additional Actions Needed to Identify and Address
Potential Recovery Barriers. GAO-22-104039. Washington, D.C.:
December 15, 2021.

Disaster Recovery: Better Data Are Needed to Ensure HUD Block Grant
Funds Reach Vulnerable Populations. GAO-22-104452. Washington,
D.C.: November 10, 2021.

Disaster Block Grants: Factors to Consider in Authorizing a Permanent
Program. GAO-21-569T. Washington, D.C.: May 19, 2021.

Disaster Recovery: HUD Should Take Additional Action to Assess
Community Development Block Grant Fraud Risks. GAO-21-177.
Washington, D.C.: May 5, 2021.

Disaster Recovery: Better Monitoring of Block Grant Funds Is Needed.
GAO-19-232. Washington, D.C.: March 25, 2019.

Hurricane Sandy: An Investment Strategy Could Help the Federal
Government Enhance National Resilience for Future Disasters.
GAO-15-515. Washington, D.C.: July 30, 2015.

SBA’s Disaster Loan
Program

Small Business Administration: Progress and Work Remaining to
Implement Key Management Improvements. GAO-24-107395.
Washington, D.C.: March 6, 2024.
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Appendix lll: Past Relevant Reports Related to
Select Federal Disaster-Related Assistance
Programs

Small Business Administration: Targeted Outreach about Disaster
Assistance Could Benefit Rural Communities. GAO-24-106755.
Washington, D.C.: Feb 22, 2024.

Disaster Loan Program: SBA Should Include Key Issues in Its Review of
How the Program Affects Underserved Communities: GAO-24-106682.
Washington, D.C.: November 30, 2023.

Disaster Recovery: Additional Actions Needed to Identify and Address
Potential Recovery Barriers. GAO-22-104039. Washington, D.C.:
December 15, 2021.

Economic Injury Disaster Loan Program: Additional Actions Needed to
Improve Communication with Applicants and Address Fraud Risks.
GAO-21-589. Washington, D.C.: July 30, 2021.

Small Business Administration: Disaster Loan Processing Was Timelier,
but Planning Improvements and Pilot Program Evaluation Needed.
GAO-20-168. Washington, D.C.: February 7, 2020.

USDA's Crop Insurance Crop Insurance: Update on Opportunities to Reduce Program Costs.
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Appendix |V: Comments from Department of

Commerce

Department of Commerce
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
Response to the GAO Draft Report Entitled
Fishery Disaster Assistance, Process is changing, but challenges remind to improve timeliness
and communications
(GAO-25-107076, March 2025)

General Comments

The Department of Commerce’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
appreciates the opportunity to review the Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) report on
Fishery Resource Disasters. GAO conducted a comprehensive review of this complex subject,
highlighting some salient issues the agency faces with regards to communicating the status of
fishery resource disasters and managing the increasing demands on the fishery resource disaster
program. Through thorough interviews with program officials, regional experts, interstate marine
fishery commissions, and stakeholders, GAO examined the processes and obstacles involved in
administering the program.

The report acknowledges NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) efforts to enhance
the program’s timeliness and communication—both internally and externally—following the
passage of the Fishery Resource Disaster Improvement Act (FRDIA) on December 29, 2022.
With fishery resource disaster requests increasing in past years, the report provides insights into
program operations, recent changes, and stakeholder experiences over the past 10.5 years. Most
of the report focuses on the period before the recent changes were made by FRDIA, with only a
brief mention on how the Act and its implementation by NMFS staff have substantially enhanced
and improved the fishery resource disaster program.

NOAA concurs with GAO’s recommendation that NMFS staff working on fishery resource
disasters should have access to the program’s tracking system. Providing real-time updates will
enable staff to better communicate with stakeholders. NMFS will grant access to regional staff
involved in the program to improve transparency and responsiveness. Additionally, NOAA
agrees to enhance its website with more detailed information, as staffing and funding resources
allow.

NOAA Response to GAO Recommendations
The draft report made three recommendations pertaining to NOAA.

Recommendation 1: “The Assistant Administrator for NMFS should provide access to the
tracking system to staff working on the fishery resource disaster program and use information
from this system to update the program website.”

NOAA Response: NOAA agrees with this recommendation. Being able to give timely responses
to stakeholders is imperative to the program. NOAA recently updated our best practices and
granted regional staff points of contact for fishery disasters access to the fishery disaster
dashboard to provide more timely updates. NOAA will continue to assess dashboard access
periodically to ensure proper access and training is granted to regional staff and others
responsible for stakeholder communications.

Recommendation 2: “The Assistant Administrator for NMFS should provide more detailed
information on its website about the fishery resource disaster process to clarify the requirements
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Appendix IV: Comments from Department of
Commerce

Department of Commerce
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
Response to the GAO Draft Report Entitled
Fishery Disaster Assistance, Process is changing, but challenges remind to improve timeliness
and communications
(GAO-25-107076, March 2025)

for documents submitted by requester, such as requests for fishery resource disaster assistance
and spend plans.”

NOAA Response: NOAA agrees with this recommendation. NMFS Office of Sustainable
Fisheries (SF) provides a list of application resources and updates on the Fishery Resource
Disaster Assistance website. Subject to funding and staff resources, NMFS is working to ensure
up-to-date information is more readily available on our public facing website.

Recommendation 3: “The Assistant Administrator for NMFS should assess whether staffing
capacity is sufficient to administer the fishery resource disaster program.”

NOAA Response: NOAA agrees with this recommendation. NOAA anticipates downsizing
through early retirement and separation incentive programs and is preparing for a Reduction in
Force (RIF) across the agency. NOAA is also operating under a hiring freeze, in compliance with
the Presidential Memorandum entitled “Hiring Freeze” dated January 20, 2025. Subject to
budget and staffing resource availability, NMFS will continue to evaluate if the staffing capacity
across the agency is sufficient to administer the fishery resource disaster program.
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