
Governor Kathleen 
Blanco declares 
State of Emergency 
in Louisiana.

Mayor Ray Nagin 
declares State of 
Emergency for the 
City of New 
Orleans. Voluntary 
evacuation order. 
Residents in 
low-lying areas 
encouraged to 
evacuate.
-Mississippi Gov. 
Haley Barbour 
declares a State of 
Emergency.

HUD places on its 
website its proposed 
response to the 
storm: a housing 
subsidy of $10,000 
per household 
displaced, regardless 
of household income, 
to supplement 
temporary housing 
costs for one year.  
This proposal was 
removed from HUD’s 
website that day, and 
never referred to 
again.

FEMA encourages 
local governments to 
create housing 
programs for 
evacuees. FEMA 
promises 
reimbursement as 
authorized by Section 
403 of the Stafford 
Act. Such temporary 
rental housing 
programs become 
known as “Section 
403 housing.”

FEMA TRAILER TIMELINE
HOUSING 

FEMA activates the 
National Response 
Plan to fully mobilize 
federal government’s 
resources.

An estimated 
50,000-100,000 
remain in New 
Orleans on roofs, the 
Superdome, and the 
convention center. 
The convention 
center was not a 
shelter listed in the 
New Orleans 
Comprehensive
Emergency 
Management Plan. 

-HHS Secretary 
declares federal 
health emergency 
throughout the Gulf 
Coast. Sends in 
medical 
supplies/workers.

Refugees begin 
arriving in Houston at 
the Astrodome.

Pentagon sends four 
Navy ships with 
emergency supplies. 
Launches 
search-and-rescue 
mission.

Water level stops 
rising in New 
Orleans.

DHS Secretary 
Chertoff states in an 
interview that he was 
not aware of the 
people at the 
convention center 
until recently.

President Bush tours 
Gulf area. 
Acknowledges 
failures of 
government. Calls 
the results “not 
acceptable.”

52 billion in aid 
approved by 
Congress.

DHS Secretary 
Chertoff and FEMA 
Director Brown given 
electronic briefings by 
Hurricane Center on 
possibility of levee 
break.

Superdome in New 
Orleans opens at 
8am. By 3pm, 10,000 
people are inside, 150 
National Guardsmen 
stationed. 

Nagin orders 
mandatory evacuation 
of New Orleans

President Bush 
delivers statement 
vowing to help those 
affected. 

Governor Kathleen 
Blanco (LA) requests 
disaster relief funds.

6:10 AM: 
Hurricane Katrina 
becomes 
Category 4 storm 
with 145 mph 
winds. Makes 
landfall.

1:45 PM: 
President Bush 
declares 
Emergency 
Disaster for 
Louisiana and 
Mississippi. 
Frees up federal 
funds.

August 26,2005 August 27,2005 August 28,2005 August 29,2005 August 30,2005 August 31,2005 September 1,2005 September 2,2005 September 8,2005

FEMA and HUD 
announce transitional 
housing assistance 
programs. The 
Katrina Disaster 
Housing Assistance 
Program (KDHAP) 
will serve all 
previously assisted 
HUD households, or 
previously homeless 
individuals. 

FEMA’s housing 
assistance program 
will serve all other 
eligible households 
displaced by 
Hurricane Katrina. 
This program is 

FEMA orders trailers, arranges contracts for purchasing and maintenance of trailers. 
Estimated total cost of trailers $3.38 billion
Number of ordered trailers: 125,000

FORMALDEHYDE 
CONTAMINATION

350,000 emergency 
Section 8 vouchers 
for households’ 
displaced by the 
storms are approved 
by Unanimous 
Consent in the 
Senate, and attached 
to an FY06 
Appropriations bill.

Six weeks after 
Hurricane Katrina 
made landfall, 22,847 
people remain in 
emergency shelters, 
while 576,136 people 
are living in motels, 
and 6,306 individuals 
are living on cruise 
ships. At this time, 
only 7,819 travel 
trailers and mobile 
homes are occupied.

OSHA tests conducted at FEMA trailer staging lots over the course of two months from October-December 2005 in Kiln, Pass Christian and Purvis Mississippi repeatedly resulted in elevated formaldehyde levels, even as high as 5 ppm. 
Two types of tests were conducted – 15 minute short-term exposure and four-hour tests. Both methods resulted in levels over OSHA permissible exposure limits.

September 13,2005 October 12, 2005

October, 2005

A class action lawsuit 
is filed against 
FEMA, (McWaters 
vs. FEMA), asserting 
that large numbers of 
households in need 
remain unhoused 
because of FEMA’s 
poor handling of the 
housing program

FEMA announces 
that on December 1,  
it will stop paying the 
room costs for more 
than 150,000 
displaced people 
living in more than 
53,000 hotel and 
motel rooms across 
the country. At this 
time, only 27,842 
travel trailers and 
mobile homes are 
occupied, out of an 
estimated need of 
over 100,000 trailers. 
Over 2,000 people 
remain in shelters 
and almost 7,000 
people continue to be 
housed on cruise 
ships.

FEMA also 
announces that as of 
March 1 they will no 
longer reimburse 
cities and states for 
households in the 
housing assistance 
programs that FEMA 
encouraged the cities 
and states to create.

Amidst criticism from 
national and state 
leaders as well as 
countless advocates, 
FEMA announces it 
will continue to pay 
for the hotel rooms of 
hurricane evacuees 
until December 15. 
FEMA says that 
displaced residents in 
ten states with the 
largest number of 
evacuees still in hotel 
or motel rooms have 
an opportunity to 
extend that deadline 
until January 7.

U.S. Judge 
Stanwood Duval, Jr. 
of the U.S. District 
Court for the Eastern 
District of Louisiana 
orders FEMA to 
continue its 
short-term lodging 
program until at least 
January 7, 2006 for 
all evacuees 
nationwide still in 
hotels and motels. 
Judge Duval further 
rules that those 
individuals who have 
yet to receive any 
assistance may 
remain in their 
federally subsidized 
hotel/motel rooms 
until February 7, 
2006.

The House Financial 
Services Committee 
approves H.R. 4100, 
the Hurricane Katrina 
Response Act by a 
vote of 50-9. The bill 
authorizes $2.5 
billion of funding for 
emergency Section 8 
vouchers, among 
other things.

November, 2005

November 10, 2005 November 15, 2005 November 22, 2005 December 12, 2005 December 15, 2005

Congress authorizes 
$390 million for a 
Disaster Voucher 
Program, to be 
administered by HUD. 
By early February, 
HUD transitions the 
KDHAP program into 
the DVP program, 
allowing households 
previously assisted by 
HUD or previously 
homeless to receive 
Section 8-like 
vouchers.

In the same bill, 
Congress directs 
FEMA to provide 
written guidelines for 
transitioning evacuees 
into longer-term 
assistance by January 
13, 2006. FEMA does 
not comply.

Hundreds of 
thousands of people 
remain on waiting 
lists for trailers and 
mobile homes. Only 
53,429 trailers have 
been occupied to 
date.

December 18, 2005 December 30, 2005

FEMA asks Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry (ATSDR) to conduct formaldehyde 
testing on unoccupied trailers: “Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) asked the Agency for 
Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) to 
analyze formaldehyde sampling data collected in 96 
unoccupied trailers. The data were collected by the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). EPA’s 
sampling plan was designed to answer two 
questions: 1. are air formaldehyde levels in closed, 
unventilated trailers high enough to be associated 
with health effects in humans; 2. can simple 
measures such as running air conditioning or 
opening windows lower the levels of formaldehyde?”

A group of disability 
rights advocates file 
suit against FEMA, 
challenging FEMA’s 
failure to provide 
accessible temporary 
housing.

5 days before the 
originally 
announced 
deadline, FEMA 
extends state and 
local housing 
programs until 
May 31.

A study by the Mailman School 
of Public Health at Columbia 
University and the Children’s 
Health Fund issues results of the 
first study to examine the health 
issues of those living in housing 
provided by the Federal 
Emergency Management 
Agency.  

Findings: 34 percent of 
displaced children suffer from 
conditions like asthma, anxiety 
and behavioral problems, 
compared with 25 percent of 
children in urban Louisiana 
before the storm. Fourteen 
percent of them went without 
prescribed medication at some 
point during the three months 
before the survey.

The White House 
releases “The 
Federal Response to 
Hurricane Katrina: 
Lessons Learned.” 
The report finds that 
HUD, “with extensive 
expertise and 
perspective on 
large-scale housing 
challenges and its 
nation-wide 
relationships with 
State public housing 
authorities,” was 
mistakenly not 
engaged in the 
housing response by 
FEMA until “late in 
the effort.” 

To date, 17,260 
households have 
received Disaster 
Vouchers from HUD, 
though only about 
half have 
successfully leased 
apartments with the 
vouchers. HUD 
estimates that an 
additional 9,351 
DVP-eligible 
households are 
instead receiving 
some form of FEMA 
temporary housing 
assistance. Of the 
tens of thousands of 
people believed to 
have been homeless 
prior to the disaster, 
only 20 are receiving 
disaster vouchers, 
despite their eligibility 
for the program.

Post-Katrina 
Emergency Reform 
Act re-organizes 
FEMA.

“President George W. 
Bush signed into law 
the Post-Katrina 
Emergency Reform 
Act. The act 
significantly 
reorganized FEMA, 
provided it 
substantial new 
authority to remedy 
gaps that became 
apparent in the 
response to 
Hurricane Katrina in 
August 2005, the 
most devastating 
natural disaster in 
U.S. history, and 
included a more 
robust preparedness 
mission for FEMA.”

A new class action 
lawsuit is filed, 
Watson vs. FEMA, to 
stop FEMA from 
ending rent 
assistance to some 
17,000 families on 
May 31, 2006.

U.S. District Court 
Judge David Hittner 
refuses to order 
federal officials to 
continue emergency 
housing programs for 
Hurricane Katrina 
evacuees through 
June 30.

FEMA extends rental 
housing assistance 
for some evacuees of 
Hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita. The 
extension applies to 
households that 
originally received 
rental assistance 
through a city- or 
state-administered 
program, funded 
through FEMA’s 
Section 403 program, 
and have 
successfully 
transitioned to 
receiving rental 
assistance under 
FEMA’s Section 408 
rental assistance 
program. Households 
displaced from 
Hurricane Katrina will 
have their rental 
assistance extended, 
without need for 
recertification, 

The Louisiana 
Congressional 
delegation sends a 
letter to FEMA 
Director Paulison, 
urging FEMA to 
extend housing 
assistance to 
households displaced 
by Katrina through 
February 2008.

FEMA staff inform 
Congressional offices 
that the President 
has granted a six 
month extension, 
through August 31, 
2007, for all 
temporary housing 
programs. No formal 
announcement is 
made. FEMA staff 
indicate an 
awareness that 
temporary housing 
needs will likely 
remain in August, 
and plans to talk with 
HUD staff about 
longer-term solutions.

FEMA began to 
receive complaints 
about formaldehyde 
odors

March, 2005 Summer 2006

FEMA was made 
aware that trailers 
housing hurricane 
evacuees contained 
levels of 
formaldehyde that 
were up to 75 times 
the recommended 

FEMA began 
consulting with other 
federal agencies and 
the mobile home 
industry, the agency 
established a system 
to address the 
complaints on a 
case-by-case basis

Committee on 
Oversight and 
Government Reform 
Chairman Henry A 
Waxman reiterates his 
request to FEMA for 
documents relating to 
toxic formaldehyde 
levels in hurricane 
victims’ trailers, noting 
that “[T]he nearly 
5,000 pages of 
documents we’ve 
reviewed expose an 
official policy of 
premeditated 
ignorance.”

US Gov’t arranges to 
donate FEMA trailers 
to Native American 
reservations.

”...Senator Tim 
Johnson, FEMA, 
Congress, and the BIA 
arranged for 2,000 
FEMA trailers to be 
made available to the 
Native American 
reservations in dire 
need of housing. 
These trailers are part 
of the 8,000+ excess, 
unused FEMA trailers 
constructed for the 
victims of the 2005 
Hurricane Katrina.”

FEMA Director 
R. David 
Paulison states 
in that “the 
formaldehyde 
does not present 
a health hazard.”

FEMA’s Office of General 
Counsel suppresses testing of 
trailers for formaldehyde: “On 
June 16, 2006, three months after 
reports of the hazards surfaced 
and a month after a trailer 
resident sued the agency, a 
FEMA logistics expert wrote that 
the agency’s Office of General 
Counsel “has advised that we do 
not do testing, which would imply 
FEMA’s ownership of this issue.” 
A FEMA lawyer, Patrick Preston, 
wrote on June 15: “Do not initiate 
any testing until we give the OK. . 
. . Once you get results and 
should they indicate some 
problem, the clock is running on 
our duty to respond to them.”

A man who had 
complained of 
formaldehyde 
fumes is found 
dead in his 
trailer.

February 17, 2006 February 23, 2006 March 8, 2006 March 26, 2006 May 19,2006 May 30,2006 May 2007October 12, 2006 January 9, 2007 January 19, 2007

October 2007 November 2007 January 2008 February 2008 March 2008

November 2007

June 1 
Deadline 
for closing 
of FEMA 
managed 
group 
trailer sites.

June 2008

Comprehensive 
testing and 
investigation of 
FEMA Toxic Trailers 
included in 2008 
Homeland Security 
Spending Bill, 
secured by Senator 
Barack Obama, 
among other 
Senators: "The Bush 
Administration's 
response to Katrina 
was not only a 
logistical failure, it 
was a moral failure. 
Instead of deploying 
the resources 
necessary to save 
lives and rebuild 
communities, we find 
another report that 
the Bush 
Administration cut 
corners and buried 
the truth. This 
amendment will 
initiate an 
investigation into why 
the Administration 
failed to respond to 
reports of a toxic gas 
contaminating 
FEMA-provided 
trailers and whether 
this environmental 
hazard continues to 

FEMA announces 
that it is temporarily 
suspending the 
deployment and 
sales of travel 
trailers used in 
emergency 

More than 500 
hurricane survivors 
living in 
government-issued 
trailers and mobile 
homes file lawsuit 
against 14 trailer 
manufacturers citing 
exposure to 
“dangerous levels of 
formaldehyde…in the 
government-issued 
trailers and mobile 
homes.”

ATSDR issued a 
revised evaluation of 
its February 2007 
health advisory which 
led FEMA to advise 
trailer occupants to 
ventilate vehicles by 
opening windows: 
“ATSDR determined 
that the February 
2007 health 
consultation did not 
sufficiently discuss the 
health implications of 
formaldehyde 
exposure and 
included language 
that may have been 
unclear, leading to 
potentially incorrect or 
inappropriate 
conclusions. As a 
result, this health 
consultation was 
prepared, and it 
replaces the previous 
health consultation.

As of November 23, 
2007, the total 
numbers of occupants 
that have contacted 
the FEMA 
Formaldehyde Call 
Center and requested 
alternative housing 
are as follows:

State of LA: 3,985
State of MS: 1,252
State of Alabama: 41
State of Texas: 1,283

Total: 6,561

FEMA Announces 
Refunds For Travel 
Trailers Purchased 
By Disaster 
Occupants And 
Through GSA 

U.S. District Judge Richard 
Leon rules that FEMA must 
resume rental assistance 
payments and pay three 
months of retroactive 
payments to households 
denied continuing rental 
assistance from February 
through August 2006, until 
FEMA can provide clear 
reasons for a denial of 
continuing assistance and an 
opportunity for households to 
appeal the denial.

CDC’s Preliminary 
Formaldehyde Test 
Results of 500 
occupied FEMA 
trailers and mobile 
homes indicate that 
average levels of 
formaldehyde in all 
units was about 77 
parts per billion 
(ppb), higher than 
US background 
levels. Levels 
measured ranged 
from 3 ppb to 590 
ppb

Class Action Lawsuit 
Filed against FEMA 
and trailer 
manufacturers for 
toxic trailers. “In Re 
FEMA Trailer 
Formaldehyde 
Product Liability 
Litigation” (MDL No. 
1873), in the U.S. 
District Court for the 
Eastern District of 
Louisiana, New 
Orleans Division.”

FEMA sets new 
formaldehyde 
emission standards 
for future disaster 
housing. “Each unit 
must test below 
.016 parts per 
million (ppm). This 
requirement means 
that the units will be 
comparable to 
conventional U.S. 
homes, where the 
Centers for Disease 
Control and 
Prevention (CDC) 
say indoor air 
concentrations of 
formaldehyde 
typically range from 
.010 to .030 ppm.

In response to a 
public outcry by the 
Sierra Club and 
others, FEMA has 
decided to re-evaluate 
its decision to 
continue distributing 
trailers known to have 
unsafe levels of 
formaldehyde.

FEMA has 
“documented 
just over 200 
complaints of 
strange odors 
including 
formaldehyde.” 
Only 58 trailers 
have been 
replaced.

US House of Representatives’ 
Committee on Oversight and 
Government Reform holds an 
oversight hearing on the FEMA’s 
failure to respond adequately to 
reports of dangerous levels of 
formaldehyde in trailers. 
“Witnesses included current and 
former occupants of 
FEMA-provided trailers, an 
industrial hygienist, a pediatrician 
testifying on behalf of the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, and the 
current Administrator of FEMA. The 
Committee heard about the 
adverse health effects the 
displaced victims of the Gulf Coast 
hurricanes experienced while living 
in FEMA-provided trailers and 
FEMA’s failure to respond to their 
concerns. Additionally, Chairman 
Waxman released a summary of 
internal FEMA documents 
discussing the agency’s response 
to reports of dangerous 
formaldehyde levels. The 
documents revealed that FEMA 
had recognized the presence and 
danger of formaldehyde as early as 
March 2006. Although FEMA field 
staff urged a response to protect 
public health, FEMA headquarters, 
particularly its Office of General 
Counsel, intervened to prevent 
action from being taken to 
understand and address the public 
health implications of the 
formaldehyde.”

NUMBER OF FEMA TRAILERS DEPLOYED 58,870    56,850 54,877 50,30227,842 53,429 119,625
(Peak Occupancy Rate)

0 NUMBER OF FEMA TRAILERS DEPLOYED

April, 2006 May 3, 2006

FEMA AND KATRINA HISTORY

President George W. 
Bush creates 
Department of 
Homeland Security in 
response to attacks 
on September 11, 
2001.

FEMA becomes part 
of the U.S. 
Department of 
Homeland Security.

Congressional Act of 1803 
establishes precedence for 
federal disaster assistance.

“This act, generally considered 
the first piece of disaster 
legislation, provided assistance to 
a New Hampshire town following 
an extensive fire. In the century 
that followed, ad hoc legislation 
was passed more than 100 times 
in response to hurricanes, 
earthquakes, floods and other 
natural disasters.”

President Carter’s 1979 executive order merged 
many of the separate disaster-related 
responsibilities into the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA). Among 
otheragencies, FEMA absorbed: the Federal 
Insurance Administration, the National Fire 
Prevention and Control Administration, the National 
Weather Service Community Preparedness 
Program, the Federal Preparedness Agency of the 
General Services Administration and the Federal 
Disaster Assistance Administration activities from 
HUD. Civil defense responsibilities were also 
transferred to the new agency from the Defense 
Department’s Defense Civil Preparedness Agency. 
John Macy was named as FEMA’s first director. 
Macy emphasized the similarities between natural 
hazards preparedness and the civil defense 
activities. FEMA began development of an 
Integrated Emergency Management System with 
an all-hazards approach that included “direction, 
control and warning systems which are common to 
the full range of emergencies from small isolated 
events to the ultimate emergency – war.”

Tropical Depression 
12 strengthens into 
Tropical Storm 
Katrina over the 
Central Bahamas. 
Hurricane warning 
issued for the 
southeastern Florida 
coast

June 20021803 1973 March 1,2003 August 24,2005

Hazardous materials 
expert in Mississippi 
who worked along-
side FEMA person-
ally alerted FEMA 
officials of potential 
formaldehyde off-
gassing problem in 
trailers.

May 2006

February 2007

February 2007

ATSDR issues health 
advisory with results of 
formaldehyde testing in 
unoccupied trailers which 
references "safe levels" of 
exposure. "Two weeks later, 
a scientist with the 
Department of Health and 
Human Services, 
Christopher DeRosa, raised 
concerns that the report was 
"incomplete and perhaps 
misleading." He warned in 
documents reviewed by the 
House committee that 
formaldehyde is classified as 
a carcinogen and, "As such, 

May 2007 July 2007 August 2007

June 2007

April 2008 May 2008 June 2008 July 2008 September 2008 October 2008

Gulf Stream Coach, 
a leading trailer 
manufacturer which 
built 50,000 trailers 
for the Federal 
Emergency Man-
agement Agency for 
$520 million, admits 
it failed to disclose 
internal findings 
that internal testing 
of formaldehyde in 
some units ex-
ceeded federal 
health standards by 
as much as 45 
times in 2006.  Jim 
Shea, chairman of 
Gulf Stream Coach, 
testified before 
Congress that he 
believed that the 
results were "irrel-
evant information" 
because FEMA 
already knew about 
high formaldehyde 
levels. The agency 
and the company 
were working 
together to improve 
ventilation, he said, 
and FEMA later 
turned down com-
pany offers to con-
duct more tests.

May 2008

According to a 
report released by 
the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and 
Prevention, 
Hurricane Katrina 
provoked increased 
complaints to doc-
tors of pneumonia, 
bronchitis and other 
lower respiratory 
illnesses among 
144 children stud-
ied in Mississippi, 

A United Nations 
treaty committee 
ruled that the 
United States'  
response to 
Hurricane Katrina 
has had a greater 
negative impact on  
displaced black 
residents and 
called on the 
federal government 
to do  more to 
guarantee that they 
can return to 
affordable housing 

March 2008

13 FEMA-
managed 
trailer parks 
remain 
open, from 
a peak at 
111.  

Renaissance 
Village in 
Louisiana, 
FEMA's larg-
est trailer 
site, closes

Researchers at 
Lawrence Berkeley 
National Laboratory 
report that high 
levels of 
formaldehyde found 
in trailers probably 
resulted from cheap 
wood and poor 
ventilation in 
designs used by 
manufacturers 
under permissive  
government 
standards

Hurricane Ike, a 
Category 4 
Hurricane, is the 
third most 
destructive Hurricane 
in the US  (after 
Katrina and Andrew), 
causing 126 direct  
and 38 indirect 
fatalities, with 202 
missing.  
Damage:$27 billion 
Affected areas: Turks 
and Caicos, 
Bahamas, Haiti, 
Dominican Republic,  
Cuba, Florida Keys, 
Mississippi, 
Louisiana, Texas, 
Mississippi Valley,  
Ohio Valley, Great 
Lakes region

September 2008

Texas officials tell 
Congress they want 
all available FEMA  
trailers that do not
have dangerous 
levels of 
formaldehyde. After 
the hearing, 
FEMA's deputy
administrator, 
Harvey Johnson, 
said  FEMA would 
provide some 
temporary housing 
for Texas but no 
trailers. The House Committee on 

Science and Technology 
Subcommittee on 
Investigations and Oversight  
report criticizes the Agency 
for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry’s (ATSDR) 
handling of its response to 
high levels of formaldehyde 
in travel trailers: “The 
agency’s incomplete and 
inadequate handling of their 
public health assessment, 
the failure to quickly and 
effectively correct their 
scientific mistakes and their 
reluctance to take 
appropriate corrective 
actions was all marked by 
notable inattention and 
inaction on the part of 
ATSDR’s senior 
leadership...”  

Federal judge refuses the 
federal government total 
immunity from formaldehyde 
lawsuits.  U.S. District Judge 
Kurt Engelhardt says
there is evidence that the 
Federal Emergency 
Management Agency
delayed its response to 
concerns about formaldehyde 
levels in its trailers due to 
liability concerns.

June 2007

July 2007 August 2007 October 2007
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October 2008

FEMA begins 
to sell 
uninhabitable 
surplus FEMA 
Trailers as 
scrap on GSA 
website


