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Summary 
The Emergency Food and Shelter National Board (EFS) Program provides supplemental funding 
to homeless services providers across the nation. EFS was first authorized by P.L. 100-77, the 
Stewart B. McKinney-Bruce Vento Homeless Assistance Act (Title III, McKinney-Vento Act), 
which became law in 1987.  Eligible services include the provision of overnight shelter and 
served meals, assistance to food banks and pantries, one month’s rental or mortgage assistance to 
prevent evictions, and one month’s utility payments to prevent service cut-offs.  

Since its inception, the program’s recipient organizations have provided over 2 billion meals, 241 
million nights of shelter, 4.3 million rent and mortgage payments, and 5.9 million utility 
payments. The program is administered by the EFS National Board, which is chaired by the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) of the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS), and is comprised of representatives from the American Red Cross, Catholic Charities 
USA, the National Council of Churches, the Salvation Army, United Jewish Communities of 
North America, and United Way Worldwide. Two of the program’s distinguishing features are 
its focus on local decision-making, and its relatively modest administrative costs. 

The program was last authorized in 1994, and has been operating under authority provided by 
annual appropriations acts. In the past, its funding has generally increased during times of high 
unemployment and decreased as the unemployment rate declined. For example, in FY2008, the 
program received an appropriation of $200 million. The American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act of 2009 (P.L. 111-5, ARRA) temporarily increased the EFS program’s funding to $300 
million for FY2009. In more recent years, the program’s funding has declined. The program 
received an appropriation of $200 million for FY2010, $120 million for FY2012, and $120 
million for FY2012.  

Although legislation providing EFS an appropriation of $120 million for FY2012 was signed into 
law on December 23, 2011, the distribution of the program’s funds did not begin until August 15, 
2012, the latest award distribution date in the program’s history. FY2011 was also a notable year 
for the program because the EFS National Board changed its distribution formulas, resulting in 
some large jurisdictions not receiving direct funding for the first time.  

The National Board’s distribution formula uses unemployment and poverty statistics to determine 
amounts awarded directly to communities across the nation. After notifying jurisdictions of the 
amount that they will be receiving, EFS Local Boards, comprised of local affiliates of the 
organizations represented on the National Board, at least one homeless or previously homeless 
person, and representatives of local government, are convened. Local Boards advertise the 
availability of funds, accept applications for funding, and determine which local agencies to fund 
and how the funds are to be used. The National Board also provides funding to State Set-aside 
Committees (SSA) which provide funding to jurisdictions with significant needs that may not 
have qualified under the National Board’s formula, or to further supplement funding to 
jurisdictions that received a direct award. Each state, through direct awards and SSA, receives a 
minimum of $250,000. 

EFS, originally envisioned as a one-time emergency program, has distributed more than $3.9 
billion to over 2,500 local jurisdictions and more than 12,000 local service organizations (both 
non-profit and governmental).  



The Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program and Homeless Assistance 
 

Congressional Research Service 

The EFS program’s rules and processes emphasize fast response, local decision-making, and local 
accountability.  Some federal programs have emulated its local board approach for decision-
making on the use of resources for programs for the homeless. Over the last decade, 
congressional oversight has occurred through annual appropriations hearings on FEMA in 
general.  

This report examines the administrative history of the program, the evolution of its award 
process, and the issues that Congress may consider as the EFS program approaches its fourth 
decade. In particular, the report highlights recent program delays in funding and, in general, how 
the EFS program and its emphasis on emergency services fit into the context of the federal 
government’s approach to addressing homelessness.  

 



The Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program and Homeless Assistance 
 

Congressional Research Service 

Contents 
Legislative Origins........................................................................................................................... 1 
EFS National Board Membership and Responsibilities................................................................... 5 
EFS Local Board Membership and Responsibilities ....................................................................... 6 
State Set-Aside Committee Membership and Responsibilities........................................................ 7 
Timing of Award Announcements ................................................................................................... 9 

Special Awards ........................................................................................................................ 10 
The Qualifying Formula ................................................................................................................ 11 
Congressional Issues...................................................................................................................... 13 

FEMA’s Administration........................................................................................................... 13 
Program Focus......................................................................................................................... 15 
National Board Membership ................................................................................................... 16 
EFS Administrative Budget ..................................................................................................... 17 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................... 18 

 

Figures 
Figure 1. EFS Funding History........................................................................................................ 5 
Figure 2. Selection of EFS Jurisdictions.......................................................................................... 9 
Figure 3. EFS Qualifying Factors .................................................................................................. 12 
Figure 4. EFS Per Capita Funding Levels ..................................................................................... 13 

 

Tables 
Table A-1. EFS Program Funding, FY1983-FY2012 .................................................................... 19 

 

Appendixes 
Appendix A. EFS Program Funding .............................................................................................. 19 
Appendix B. EFS National Board Members.................................................................................. 20 

 

Contacts 
Author Contact Information........................................................................................................... 20 
Acknowledgments ......................................................................................................................... 20 

 



The Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program and Homeless Assistance 
 

Congressional Research Service 1 

he Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program (EFS) is administered by the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), making the program somewhat unique 
in that its purpose is outside of the agency’s traditional focus on preparedness and disaster 

recovery for individual disaster events.1 EFS funding is provided to private non-profit 
organizations and local governments to supplement and expand their efforts to provide shelter, 
food, and supportive services for homeless individuals, to strengthen efforts to create more 
effective and innovative local programs, and to conduct minimum rehabilitation of existing mass 
shelter or mass feeding facilities, but only to the extent necessary to make facilities safe, sanitary, 
and bring them into compliance with local building codes. 

The EFS program began in 1983. For most of its history, the program’s funding has generally 
increased during times of high unemployment and decreased as the unemployment rate declined. 
However, in recent years, the program’s funding has been reduced. In FY2008, the program 
received an appropriation of $200 million. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 (P.L. 111-5, ARRA) temporarily increased the EFS program’s funding to $300 million for 
FY2009. Since then, the program has received an appropriation of $200 million for FY2010, 
$120 million for FY2012, and $120 million for FY2012. 

Congressional interest in the EFS program has increased in recent years, primarily because the 
program’s authorization expired in 1994 and it has been operating under authority provided by 
appropriations. Also, delays in distributing funds over the last two fiscal years have caused 
uncertainty among recipient organizations. Given current fiscal conditions, and the lack of 
program authorization, EFS advocates are concerned that the program’s funding, $120 million in 
FY2012, could be in jeopardy. Some observers also question the program’s focus on supporting 
emergency services, preferring a “more balanced” approach that includes meeting immediate 
emergency needs for food and shelter, but places added emphasis on supportive services designed 
to prevent long-term homelessness, such as job counseling and permanent housing.   

This report opens with a legislative history of the EFS program. It then examines the program’s 
current structure and operations, including the composition and responsibilities of the EFS 
National Board (hereafter National Board), which is chaired by FEMA, the formula the National 
Board uses to allocate available funds to eligible local jurisdictions, and the composition and 
responsibilities of EFS local boards. The report then provides an analysis of the EFS program’s 
relationship to other programs assisting those with acute needs, examines its funding, and 
congressional debate concerning its efficacy in helping individuals meet emergency needs and 
transition out of poverty. 

Legislative Origins 
The EFS program’s origins can be traced back to the winter of 1980. At that time, Paul Bloom, 
Chief of the Compliance Division at the Department of Energy (DOE) during the Carter 
Administration, noted that DOE had accrued about $4 million in interest payments derived from 
negotiated penalty payment settlements from oil companies. He considered how the interest 
payments might be used to address unmet energy needs at the local level for families facing 

                                                 
1 Note: The author of this report served as the principal program staff member at the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) for the EFS program from 1986 to 1995. Some information contained in this report is based on 
personal knowledge of the program’s history and operations. 

T 
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daunting heating bills.2 He contacted representatives from several national social service 
providers, including The Salvation Army, Catholic Charities USA, the Council of Jewish 
Federations, and the American Red Cross, and suggested that DOE could release the $4 million to 
these organizations if they could use the funds to quickly provide energy assistance to those 
families and individuals with the greatest needs.3 The funds were subsequently released to these 
charities. 

In 1981, the incoming Reagan Administration announced its intention to recapture these funds. 
After discussions and negotiations with the non-profit charitable organizations, which reassured 
the new Administration as to the use of the expended funds, then-DOE Secretary James Edwards 
announced that plans for a recovery of all the funds were no longer necessary. Eventually, about 
$1 million of the funds, pending disbursement, were returned.4 

Representatives of these charities, viewing the ad hoc program as an example of a public-private 
partnership that should be replicated, approached House Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill with a 
proposal to establish a pilot program, with statutory authority, to assist the homeless.5 The 
charities recommended that the program be placed in the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), primarily as a means to emphasize the emergency nature of the services to be 
provided.6 The charities were familiar with FEMA given the agency’s disaster response and 
recovery role, which includes providing assistance to families and individuals.7 The 
recommendation to place the pilot program within FEMA also reflected the charities’ concerns 
about the stewardship of the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) at that time. 
HUD was expected to have an interest in administering the program.  

House Speaker O’Neill indicated an interest in the proposal and, on March 3, 1983, the House 
approved legislation (H.R. 1718, the Temporary Emergency Food Assistance Act of 1983) 
appropriating $50 million for an emergency food and shelter program. The bill was similar in 
structure to the charities’ proposal, and included the establishment of a National Board chaired by 
FEMA (FEMA was then an independent agency and is now within the Department of Homeland 
Security) and comprised of representatives from six non-governmental organizations associated 
with the provision of homeless services: the American Red Cross; Catholic Charities USA; the 
National Council of the Churches of Christ; The Salvation Army; the Council of Jewish 
Federations; and United Way of America.8 The National Board was charged with the 
responsibility to determine how to distribute the funds to individual localities. Localities 
receiving the funds were to form local boards, to be comprised, to the extent practicable, of 
representatives of the same organizations as the National Board except that the mayor or 

                                                 
2 Matt Schudel, “Lawyer recovered billions from oil companies in Carter years,” Washington Post, November 7, 2009, 
p. B5. 
3 Mary McGrory, “Freezing is the Patriotic Thing To Do,” Chicago Tribune, March 28, 1981, p. 9. 
4 Douglas B. Feaver, “U.S. Finds Oil Overcharge Money Hard to Give Back,” The Washington Post, June 23, 1981, p. 
A11. 
5 Interview with Mark E. Talisman, founding board member of the Emergency Food and Shelter National Board, May 
3, 2009. 
6 Ibid. 
7 42 U.S.C. 5174. 
8 The Council of Jewish Federations is now known as United Jewish Communities. United Way of America is now 
known as United Way Worldwide. 
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appropriate head of government replaced FEMA’s representative. Local boards were to distribute 
the funds to homeless services providers on a competitive basis.9  

On March 17, 1983, the Senate passed the bill, but with amendments. Like the House version of 
the bill, the Senate’s version would have appropriated $50 million for the program. However, the 
Senate bill did not include the establishment of a National Board and local boards to distribute the 
funds. Instead, the Senate bill directed FEMA to distribute the funds, in conjunction with the 
Director of the Office of Community Services, directly to states using the Community Services 
Block Grant formula. States would then determine how to distribute the funds among its local 
jurisdictions.10 

The final version of the bill was passed by Congress on March 24, 1983, and signed into law by 
President Reagan later that same day. In a unique agreement, the act (P.L. 98-8, the Temporary 
Emergency Food Assistance Act of 1983) appropriated $50 million for the Senate’s version of the 
Food Distribution and Emergency Shelter program, and $50 million for the House’s version of 
the program.11 

The enactment of these two programs was largely a reaction by Congress to the recession of 
1982, and the growing visibility of homelessness in America as depicted in the media.12 These 
programs also reflected the recognition, by Congress, of the burden placed on charitable groups 
and local governments in addressing these unmet needs. 

In early 1983, Congress finally acknowledged that local governments and the non-profit 
sector could no longer be expected to carry responsibility for sheltering the nation’s growing 
homeless population without substantial assistance from the federal government. Until that 
time, small amounts of funding for shelter assistance had been made available through a 
variety of federal agencies, but there had never been any coordinated approach to the 
problem.13 

The enactment of two programs reflected competing views concerning which delivery system 
was best. The Senate’s program, like most federal grants, was allocated through the states to 
ensure that the allocation of funds was subject to rigorous accountability standards. Because the 
House’s program by-passed the states, it was expected to distribute funds more rapidly to local 
homeless services providers than the Senate’s program. However, because the states were not 
involved, some questioned whether the National Board and local boards were capable of 
administering the program as well as the states. To address these concerns, the National Board 
imposed rigorous accountability standards on all program transactions.14  

                                                 
9 U.S. Congress, House Committee on Appropriations, Emergency Expenditures to Meet National Needs, report to 
accompany H.R. 1718, 98th Cong., 1st sess., March 1, 1983, H.Rept. 98-11 (Washington: GPO, 1983), p. 32. 
10 U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on Appropriations, Emergency Expenditures to Meet National Needs, 98th Cong., 
1st sess., March 7, 1983, S.Rept. 98-17 (Washington: GPO, 1983), p. 36. 
11 P.L. 98-8, the Temporary Emergency Food Assistance Act of 1983, Food Distribution and Emergency Shelters; 97 
Stat. 28. 
12 P.L. 98-8, the Temporary Emergency Food Assistance Act of 1983, Congressional Findings. 
13 Mary Anderson Cooper, et. al., The Homeless in Contemporary Society (Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 
1987), p. 136. 
14 In the early years of the program this included the physical submission of every invoice and canceled check for all 
program spending by every recipient organization.  
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The following year, Congress discontinued the appropriation of funds for the Senate’s version of 
the program. EFS program funds were, and continue to be, used to supplement mass sheltering 
and feeding facilities, to provide one month’s rent or mortgage to prevent evictions and 
foreclosures, and to provide one month’s utility payments to prevent the cut-offs of utility 
services. 

Given the absence of reliable counts of the homeless and the lack of consensus concerning how to 
measure the need for assistance among the homeless and hungry, the EFS National Board created 
a formula, using unemployment and poverty statistics, to determine the amount of funding to be 
awarded directly to communities across the nation. These statistics were thought to be 
representative of current needs within a community.15 As will be discussed, modifications to the 
formula have taken place over time. 

The EFS program received statutory authorization in 1987 (P.L. 100-77, the Stewart B. 
McKinney-Bruce Vento Homeless Assistance Act, Title III ─ McKinney-Vento Act). The program 
was last reauthorized in 1994, and has been operating under authority provided by annual 
appropriations acts.  

As shown in Figure 1, the program’s funding remained at about $150 million during the early 
2000s, and was increased temporarily in FY2009 to $300 million. Since then, the program has 
received an appropriation of $200 million for FY2010, $120 million for FY2012, and $120 
million for FY2012 (see Table A-1 for annual amounts).   

                                                 
15 The search for representative numbers and formulas that accurately reflect hunger and homelessness has been a 
recurring issue over the last quarter century. Finding reliable data that accurately measure the needs of the homeless (or 
about to be homeless), the hungry population, and those in danger of eviction or utility cut-offs has been a problem 
since the creation of programs to assist those most in need. These populations are not easily identifiable, and 
individuals and families tend to move in and out of these conditions relatively frequently. See Michael Nolan, 
“Counting the homeless a daunting task,” The Sun, San Bernardino, CA, Feb. 20, 2010 at http://www.sbsun.com/
ci_14439751; Peter H. Rossi, “Down and Out in America: The Origins of Homelessness,” (University of Chicago 
Press: 1990), p.10; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, A Guide to Counting Unsheltered Homeless 
People, January, 2008, at http://www.hudhre.info/documents/counting_unsheltered.pdf; and U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development, A Guide to Counting Sheltered Homeless People, January, 2008, at 
http://www.hudhre.info/documents/counting_unsheltered.pdf. 
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Figure 1. EFS Funding History 
FY1983 to FY2011 (Millions of dollars) 

 
Source: Created by CRS using data from Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program 

Notes: For actual annual amounts, see Table A-1. 

EFS National Board Membership and 
Responsibilities 
The composition of the EFS National Board (hereafter National Board) has remained constant 
since its inception in 1983. FEMA continues, by law, to chair the National Board, and the 
representation from national organizations remains the same: the American Red Cross, Catholic 
Charities USA, the National Council of Churches, the Salvation Army, United Jewish 
Communities of North America, and United Way Worldwide. These organizations nominate 
individuals from their organization to serve on the board. 

The appointees nominated to the National Board by organizations have been, except in very rare 
instances, accepted by FEMA.16 Since 1983 through September 2012, 49 individuals have served 
as National Board members. An additional 35 individuals have served as alternate board 
members. (See Appendix B for a historical listing of National Board members.) 

Some social service organizations, such as homeless veterans groups and national food bank 
organizations (e.g., Second Harvest, now named Feeding America) have expressed interest in 
serving on the National Board.17 Because membership is determined by law, the National Board 
cannot unilaterally expand without legislative change, but it has, upon occasion, sought input 
from other social services organizations. For example, during the late 1980s, the National Board 
                                                 
16 In one instance, United Way nominated as an alternate member the person serving as Executive Director of the EFS 
program secretariat. United Way and FEMA agreed that this could complicate oversight and United Way nominated 
another individual for the alternate’s role. 
17 Letter from Vicki B. Escarra, President and CEO, Feeding America, to the EFS National Board, January 15, 2010. 
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established an advisory group which included representatives from the Traveler’s Aid Society, 
the Community Action Foundation, the Second Harvest Food Bank network, and the Rural 
Assistance Coalition. The advisory group’s purpose was to provide representation for those 
groups that have a significant number of local affiliates that receive EFS funding and participate 
on EFS Local Boards.18 As will be discussed in the “National Board Membership” section of this 
report, legislation has not been introduced to expand the National Board’s membership. 

The National Board is responsible for establishing the formula used to distribute EFS funds, 
editing and revising EFS program guidelines, overseeing the program’s administration and 
budget, and communicating with EFS Local Boards and agencies, both to receive input about the 
program and to assess the Local Boards’ actions. At its monthly meetings, the National Board 
also considers requests from Local Boards for waivers of administrative requirements. The 
National Board has effectively expanded the program’s eligibility rules and refined its 
documentation requirements through its consideration of these waiver requests. The National 
Board also conducts occasional site visits to Local Boards and Local Recipient Organizations 
(LROs) to listen to comments and suggestions on how the program can be improved. 

The McKinney-Vento Act limited overall EFS program administrative costs to no more than 5% 
of funding. Subsequent appropriations bills have limited overall EFS administrative costs to no 
more than 3.5% of funding. The National Board, by its own authority, uses up to 1% of funding 
for its administrative expenses, and allows Local Boards to use up to 2% of their awards for 
administrative expenses, and State Set-Aside Committees to use up to 0.5% of their awards for 
administrative expenses. This is slightly below the administrative rates for other homeless 
programs.19 

EFS Local Board Membership and Responsibilities 
EFS Local Boards (hereafter Local Boards) are comprised of affiliates of the National Board, 
along with the highest ranking government official (usually of a county or city government) 
whose designee serves in FEMA’s place. The law also requires Local Boards to include a 
homeless or formally homeless representative on the Local Board. For those jurisdictions that are 
“located within or encompass a Federally recognized Native American reservation, the Local 
Board must invite a Native American representative to serve on the Local Board.”20 While FEMA 
is statutorily required to chair the National Board, Local Boards elect their own chair, typically 
from among its non-profit members.21 EFS Guidelines encourage Local Boards to include other 
members as well: 

The designated members of the Local Board are encouraged to expand their membership by 
inviting participation from minority populations and other private nonprofit organizations 

                                                 
18 Sharon Bailey, EFS Secretariat Director, interview with the author, September 14, 2010.  
19 For information on administrative expenses, see CRS Report RL33764, The HUD Homeless Assistance Grants: 
Current Operation and HEARTH Act Changes, by Libby Perl, p.27. 
20 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Emergency Food and Shelter 
National Board Program, Phase 26 – Responsibilities and Requirements,” November 2009, p. 8.  
21 42 U.S.C. Section 11332. 
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and governmental organizations. In addition, all geographic areas within the jurisdiction 
should be represented.22 

The Local Board’s primary responsibilities are to advertise the availability of funds, determine 
which applicants are to receive funding, monitor the use of funds to ensure that recipients are in 
compliance with all program requirements, and provide the National Board specified reports of its 
actions, including required financial documentation from recipients.23 
The EFS program has provided funding to social service providers for many years, but its funding 
has not focused on any one social services agency, or group of agencies. Some suggest that the 
EFS program’s local focus, combined with its practice of funding relatively large numbers of 
social services organizations, leaves it without strong national advocates. National Board member 
agencies are prominent members of most Local Boards, but significant funding goes to many 
other non-affiliated groups, such as food banks, Community Action Agencies, church groups, and 
other independent, locally-based charities. National advocacy groups promoting housing and 
social services for the homeless and others in need have supported the EFS program, but there is 
no national association of EFS recipient organizations to lobby on behalf of the program.  

The EFS program is designed to provide Local Boards the primary responsibility for selecting 
recipients and an important role in monitoring recipient activities.  While Local Boards have been 
lauded for their leadership and collaboration in providing local input and empowering local non-
profits as a key part of the decision-making process, there are also potential problems due to the 
unique arrangement. Local Boards can be either creative or work by rote; they can react to local 
events and trends, or lock into a routine distribution plan to avoid dissonance; and they can 
monitor recipient actions closely, or provide more cursory performance reviews.24 Another 
potential criticism of Local Boards is that they are subject to the potential for a conflict of interest 
because Local Boards are comprised of provider agencies that may apply for an award. This 
concern can be weighed against the expertise that such agencies offer in evaluating applicants and 
establishing priorities at the local level. 

State Set-Aside Committee Membership and 
Responsibilities 
In 1987, the National Board created a State Set-Aside (SSA) program to provide funding to 
jurisdictions “which have documented measures of need that are not adequately reflected in 
unemployment or poverty data, such as areas experiencing drastic economic changes due to a 
plant closing, and areas with high levels of unemployment or poverty which do not meet the 
minimum level of unemployment required for a direct award.”25 

SSA Committees include representation from the Governor’s Office, National Board affiliates, 
and any other members the SSA Committee believes is appropriate. Each year, the National 

                                                 
22 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Emergency Food and Shelter 
National Board Program, Phase 26 – Responsibilities and Requirements,” November 2009, pp. 8, 9. 
23 Ibid., pp. 15, 16. 
24 Interview with Dennis H. Kwiatkowski, EFS National Board Chair, (1983-1988 and 1991-1994) March 10, 2010. 
25 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Emergency Food and Shelter 
National Board Program, Phase 26 – Responsibilities and Requirements,” November 2009, p. 5. 
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Board reserves a portion (generally in the range of 8 to 9%) of its funds for SSA Committees and 
distributes the funds according to “the ratio of each state’s average number of unemployed in 
non-funded jurisdictions divided by the average number of unemployed in non-funded 
jurisdictions nationwide.”26 Also, if that state has not received the statutorily required minimum 
award of $250,000 through the direct award process, that state’s SSA Committee may receive an 
amount to bring that state up to the minimum figure. Conversely, a state with a relatively large 
direct award could still receive a SSA award depending on the number of unemployed individuals 
in jurisdictions within that state which did not receive a direct award. 

The SSA Committee is directed to fund areas of greatest need in their state. The National Board 
recommends that SSA Committees consider state and/or local economic data in determining 
which jurisdictions receive funding, but the National Board does not mandate any particular 
formula to enable SSA Committees to meet needs that are particular to that state or locality.27 The 
National Board reviews the SSA Committee’s funding decisions prior to the award of funds, and 
requires SSA Committees to submit a waiver request if they wish to provide additional funding to 
qualifying jurisdictions that have a direct award.28 

The SSA program expands the EFS program’s geographic coverage. For example, as shown in 
Figure 2, in FY2010, 2,021 (77%) of jurisdictions receiving EFS program funds were awarded 
funds through the National Board’s formula, and 609 (23%) were awarded funds by SSAs.29 
These proportions are representative of most years. 

                                                 
26 Ibid.  Interview with Sharon Bailey, EFS National Board Secretariat, September 27, 2012.  The National Board 
looked for an amount that provided continuity for direct awards but was a significant enough amount to assist the SSA 
selected communities. 
27 Interview by the author with Dennis H. Kwiatkowski, EFS National Board Chair, 1983-1988 and 1991-1994, March 
10, 2010. 
28 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Emergency Food and Shelter 
National Board Program, Phase 26 – Responsibilities and Requirements,” November 2009, p.5. 
29 As noted, jurisdictions receiving direct funding can also receive awards from the SSA. For FY2010, 195 jurisdictions 
that received direct funding also received SSA funding. 
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Figure 2. Selection of EFS Jurisdictions 
National Board and SSA Board Selections 

 
Source: Created by CRS using data from Emergency Food and Shelter National Board 

Notes: Based on FY2010 criteria and processes. 

Timing of Award Announcements 
In years when the appropriations process is completed without a continuing resolution, the 
National Board has typically announced its awards, and notified the SSA Committees of the 
amount of funds available to them, in late November. In FY2011, FEMA’s appropriations were 
not passed and signed into law until April 15, 2011, and EFS award announcements were made 
on July 15, 2011, then the latest date for award announcements in the program’s history.30 FEMA 
attributed the delay to language in the Continuing Resolution (CR) for that year which FEMA 
interpreted to mean that it could not fund programs, such as the EFS program, that award most of 
its available funding at the beginning of the fiscal year. Section 109 of the CR (P.L. 111-242) 
stated: 

Notwithstanding any other provision of this Act, except section 106, for those programs that 
would otherwise have high initial rates of operation or complete distribution of 
appropriations at the beginning of fiscal year 2011 because of distributions of funding to 
States, foreign countries, grantees, or others, such high initial rates of operation or complete 
distribution shall not be made, and no grants shall be awarded for such programs funded by 
this Act that would impinge on final funding prerogatives.31 

In the past, FEMA had sought, and was allotted, all program funds under previous CRs so that 
funding could be provided to social service providers during the winter months. In FY2012, EFS 
                                                 
30 For additional information concerning EFS funding in FY2011 see CRS Report R41189, Homeland Security 
Department: FY2011 Appropriations, coordinated by Jennifer E. Lake and William L. Painter. For additional 
information concerning the duration of Continuing Resolutions see CRS Report RL32614, Duration of Continuing 
Resolutions in Recent Years, by Jessica Tollestrup. 
31 P.L. 111-242, Section 109, 124 Stat. 2609. 
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program funding was delayed, once again, due to language in the five CRs enacted for the 
FY2012 budget prohibiting the distribution of funds that would impinge on final funding 
prerogatives.32 The National Board announced its FY2012 awards on August 15, 2012, more than 
seven months after the final appropriations act for FY2102 (P.L. 112-74, the Consolidated 
Appropriations Act, 2012) was signed into law, and more than 10 months after the first CR for 
FY2012 (P.L. 112-33, the Continuing Appropriations Act, 2012) was enacted.33 

Special Awards 
As it approaches the end of each program year, the National Board reviews any funds that remain. 
These are funds generated by interest payments prior to fund distribution, from some jurisdictions 
that do not use all of their funding, or from funds that are refunded to the National Board if they 
were spent improperly. These funds are often rolled over into the following year’s budget under 
authority provided by the McKinney-Vento Act.34 However, the National Board has also used 
these funds to make special awards. For example, in the past, the National Board has provided 
funding to support veterans “stand downs” where “homeless veterans are brought together in a 
single location for one to three days and are provided access to the community resources needed 
to begin addressing their individual problems and rebuilding their lives.”35 

FEMA and the EFS National Board have been careful to note the difference between 
homelessness addressed by the EFS program and homelessness that occurs as the result of natural 
disasters, and to differentiate between funds appropriated for the EFS program and the large sums 
appropriated for the Disaster Relief Fund (DRF) that provides resources for the Stafford Act 
disaster relief programs.36 However, the EFS National Board has also been cognizant of the needs 
of social service organizations after large scale disaster events and has occasionally sent 
supplementary awards to EFS Local Boards in those areas.37 This is of some importance since 
FEMA’s handling of those people already homeless at the time of a disaster has been a recurring 
policy question.38  

 

                                                 
32 P.L. 112-33, the Continuing Appropriations Act, 2012; P.L. 112-36, the Continuing Appropriations Act, 2012; P.L. 
112-55, the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2012; P.L. 112-67, Making further continuing 
appropriations for fiscal year 2012, and for other purposes; and P.L. 112-68, the Making further continuing 
appropriations for fiscal year 2012, and for other purposes.  
33 The FY2012 awards were announced on the EFS web site and in a notification to Congress. 
34 42 U.S.C. 11342. 
35 National Coalition for Homeless Veterans, “Stand Down Guide,” at 
http://www.nchv.org/images/uploads/Stand%20Down%20Guide.pdf. 
36 For more information on disaster funding, see CRS Report R40708, Disaster Relief Funding and Emergency 
Supplemental Appropriations, by Bruce R. Lindsay and Justin Murray. 
37 This has been done following large natural disasters, including Hurricanes Andrew (1992) and Katrina (2005). 
38 For further discussion of the homeless in disasters see CRS Report R40810, FEMA Disaster Housing: From 
Sheltering to Permanent Housing, by Francis X. McCarthy, p. 24. 
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The Qualifying Formula 
The National Board requires jurisdictions to meet a minimum number of individuals unemployed 
threshold to be considered for funding. The current threshold is 300 unemployed individuals. 
Once that threshold is met, jurisdictions must also meet an unemployment rate threshold and/or a 
poverty rate threshold to qualify for funding.39 The National Board “adopted this combined 
approach in order to more effectively target funds for high-need areas and to allocate these funds 
rapidly and fairly.”40 

For most of the program’s history, the National Board established a poverty threshold that was 
slightly below the national poverty rate and two unemployment rate thresholds ─ one for larger, 
presumably urban/suburban, jurisdictions (cities or counties of 50,000 or more) and another for 
smaller, presumably rural, jurisdictions (cities or counties of fewer than 50,000). The 
unemployment rate thresholds varied from year to year, adjusting to changes in the national 
unemployment rate. The threshold for larger jurisdictions was usually set at 1% below the 
national average unemployment rate. The threshold for smaller jurisdictions was usually set at 1% 
above the national average unemployment rate. For example, for FY2008, using the previous 
year’s average national unemployment rate of 4.5%, larger jurisdictions qualified with an 
unemployment rate of 3.5% or above and smaller jurisdictions qualified with an unemployment 
rate of 5.5% or above. 

The National Board purposely made it easier for larger jurisdictions (whether cities or counties) 
to qualify on unemployment to ensure that available funds were provided to jurisdictions most 
likely to have large homeless populations and significant hunger needs. It was believed that larger 
jurisdictions provide more social services, have larger populations in need, and tend to attract 
people in need of such services.41 

As shown in Figure 3, the National Board dropped the dual unemployment thresholds for 
distributions made in FY2011, opting to set a single unemployment threshold of 2.0% over the 
national average unemployment rate for all jurisdictions (11.5%). Because the program’s funding 
declined in FY2011, and the unemployment formula changed, some large jurisdictions did not 
receive a direct award for the first time in many years.42  

The National Board continued the use of a single unemployment threshold in FY2012 (11.4%).43 
The National Board has not indicated in its publications the reason for moving to a single 
                                                 
39 The National Board uses average unemployment statistics from the U.S. Department of Labor for the most current 
12-month period available and poverty statistics from the U.S. Bureau of the Census. 
40 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Emergency Food and Shelter 
National Board Program, Phase 26 – Responsibilities and Requirements,” November 2009, p. 1. 
41 There are differing opinions concerning the validity of this assumption. While some conclude that more generous 
services attract those in need, others argue that major population centers attract people looking for employment or 
certain forms of health care or education. Failure to secure these intended goals may eventually lead to the need for 
social services without that being the main reason for a person being in a given area and in need of assistance. For 
further discussion see Meridith Bolster, “Myths About the Homeless,” Bangor Daily News, April 1, 2011, at 
http://bangordailynews.com/2011/04/01/health/myths-about-homelessness. 
42 For example, Denver, Portland, and San Francisco did not receive direct EFS funding awards. 
43 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “Emergency Food and Shelter 
National Board Program: How Areas Qualify,” at 
http://www.efsp.unitedway.org/efsp/website/websiteContents/index.cfm?template=about.cfm. 
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unemployment threshold. One possibility is that the change may represent the National Board’s 
effort to treat all jurisdictions more equally given that available funding has declined. 

Once a jurisdiction meets one of these thresholds, it is eligible to receive a direct award.  The 
direct award amount is determined by first dividing the total amount of funding made available 
for direct awards by the total number of unemployed in all eligible jurisdictions. This per capita 
funding rate is then multiplied by the number of unemployed in each qualifying jurisdiction to 
determine the amount of the direct award. Because the formula remained fairly static until 
FY2011, the National Board had provided fairly consistent funding amounts to qualify 
jurisdictions. The formula change in FY2011, coupled with a reduction in available funding, 
created a relatively significant shift in the distribution of funds among jurisdictions. 

Figure 3. EFS Qualifying Factors 

 
Source: Created by CRS using data from the EFS National Board Secretariat.. 

 
SSA Committees typically receive less funding than the amount awarded to their state through the 
direct award process. As a result, SSA awards, typically, are smaller, on a per capita unemployed 
basis, than direct awards. For example, as shown in Figure 4, the per capita unemployed amounts 
for FY2010 were: $14.84 per unemployed individual in jurisdictions receiving direct funding 
through the National Board’s formula, and $10.31 per unemployed individual in jurisdictions 
selected by SSA Committees. For FY2010, the directly funded jurisdictions received 
approximately 92% of available funds, and SSA jurisdictions received the remaining 8%. 

Until the changes made to the formula for FY2011, Congress had not raised specific questions 
concerning the National Board’s funding formula in recent years. However, Congress has 
critiqued various formulas used by HUD to distribute funding to assist the homeless and 
encouraged all departments and agencies to search for improved methods to distribute funds to 
assist the homeless.44 For example, P.L. 111-22, the Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid 

                                                 
44 For a detailed discussion of this issue see CRS Report RL33764, The HUD Homeless Assistance Grants: Current 
Operation and HEARTH Act Changes, by Libby Perl, pp. 26-27. 
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Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act, directed HUD to “create a new formula for determining 
needs in the distribution of homeless assistance grants.”45 

Figure 4. EFS Per Capita Funding Levels 
National Board and SSA Jurisdictions 

 
Source: Created by CRS using data from Emergency Food and Shelter National Board. 

Notes: Based on FY2010 awards. 

Congressional Issues 

FEMA’s Administration 
As mentioned previously, the National Board is responsible for overseeing SSA Committees and 
Local Boards. FEMA provides oversight of the National Board, and by extension, SSA 
Committees and Local Boards. In addition, in accordance with authorizing legislation, the 
National Board’s accounts are “audited annually in accordance with generally accepted auditing 
standards by independent certified public accountants or independent licensed public accountants 
certified or licensed by a regulatory authority of a State or other political subdivision of the 
United States.”46 The EFS program has also been audited, both at the national and local level, by 
the DHS/FEMA Office of Inspector General. Since its inception, the EFS program has also been 
the subject, or a part of, more than 15 Government Accountability Office (GAO) reports.47  

The recent GAO report on overlap and fragmentation in homeless services programs concentrated 
its attention on HUD, the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), the Department of 

                                                 
45 CRS Report RL30442, Homelessness: Targeted Federal Programs and Recent Legislation, coordinated by Libby 
Perl.  
46 42 U.S.C. 11334 (a)(1). 
47 Government Accountability Office (GAO), at http://www.gao.gov/docsearch/locate?search=1&o=30&
order_bydate&old_keyword=Emergency+Food+and+Shelter+Program&ft. 
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Labor (DOL) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).  Its only comments regarding 
FEMA’s management of the program were that the collected numbers of meals and nights of 
shelter did not definitively note the number of actual homeless people assisted.  In addition, the 
table used in the report noted that the program did not appear to have performance metrics or 
targets for the level of performance.  DHS/FEMA’s response to the report did not address those 
issues but reiterated the number of meals and nights of shelter and other assistance provided.48 

Some organizations, including the DHS Office of Inspector General, have questioned FEMA’s 
commitment to EFS program oversight. A 2009 report by the DHS Office of Inspector General 
noted: 

Staff within the Emergency Food and Shelter Program declined from six in 1997 to one in 
2008. According to FEMA program officials, this decline led to a significant decrease in 
financial and program monitoring. Having one staff member responsible for both monitoring 
activities reduces FEMA’s ability to ensure the appropriate use of grant funds.49 

FEMA explained that staff overseeing the EFS program were reassigned to other FEMA 
priorities, including disaster assistance programs. While no staff levels are currently listed for the 
program at least one FEMA staff member appears to be assigned to the program  

EFS program advocates argue that FEMA was able to maintain the EFS program’s staff level in 
the past while also providing disaster assistance a high priority. 50  In their view, the only material 
change in circumstances was in FEMA’s commitment to the program. Advocates argue that 
reducing FEMA staff has had consequences. For example, they assert that the EFS program was 
more likely to engage in cooperative endeavors with other federal programs providing assistance 
to the homeless when the EFS program had additional support staff. They cite FEMA’s Food 
Donation program, where Local Boards identified local organizations that could receive food 
items from Department of Defense (DOD) commissaries that could no longer be sold or returned 
to the vendor, as an example of a cooperative endeavor that happens less frequently now that 
FEMA’s EFS program staffing level has been reduced. The DOD commissaries were matched 
with one vendor that could be cleared for entrance to the base and pick up food items and 
distribute them in the community. In 1997, this EFS-related program accounted for more than $3 
million in donated food items from 65 DOD commissaries.51 While such relationships may be 
ongoing, there is no information available on the current status of this initiative. 

A fundamental question regarding the EFS program is whether it should remain at FEMA or 
move to a different department or agency. Although the EFS program has been administered by 
FEMA since its inception in 1983, each succeeding administration, with the exception of the 
                                                 
48 Government Accountability Office, GAO-12-491, Homelessness: Fragmentation and Overlap in Programs 
Highlight the Need to Identify, Assess and Reduce Inefficiencies, May 10, 2012. 
49 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Inspector General, Improvements Needed in Federal Emergency 
Management Agency Monitoring of Grantees, OIG-09-38, March, 2009, p.10. 
50 The President declared 44 major disasters in 1997, including the Red River flooding that devastated North and South 
Dakota and Minnesota. U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Federal Emergency Management Agency, “FEMA: 
1997 Federal Disaster Declarations,” at http://www.fema.gov/news/disasters.fema?year=1997. NOTE:  The average 
number of disasters during the 1990s was about 46 per year.  For further information, see CRS Report R42702, Stafford 
Act Declarations 1953-2011:Trends and Analyses, and implications for Congress ,August 31, 2012, by Bruce R. 
Lindsay and Francis X. McCarthy,  p.9. 
51 Kay C. Goss, Chair, Emergency Food and Shelter National Board, Memorandum to James L. Witt, Director of 
FEMA, “1997 Report on Food Donation Program.” 
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Obama Administration, has offered legislative proposals, or recommended in its budget 
submission, to move the program to the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
to better align it with the homeless assistance programs within that department.52 Congress has 
chosen to keep the program at FEMA. 

Advocates of moving the EFS program to HUD, or to another federal department or agency, 
could argue that the move is warranted given that FEMA’s interest in the program has, arguably, 
waned in recent years, as evidenced by FEMA’s decision to reduce the number of EFS program 
support staff and FEMA’s apparent lack of urgency or attention provided to the distribution of 
EFS program funds in FY2011 and FY2012. On the other hand, moving the EFS program to 
HUD, or any other federal department or agency, could led to several unanticipated 
consequences. For example, would the potential benefits of such a move (e.g., the enhanced 
potential to reduce program duplication and/or achieve administrative economies of scale by 
sharing program staff with programs of a similar nature) exceed the potential costs (e.g., 
increasing the potential for the program to lose its identity as a primary provider of emergency 
services and its focus on local decision-making). 

In the past, most EFS program participants argued “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” in response to the 
question of whether to move the program from FEMA to another federal agency. To date, 
Congress has not supported proposals to move the program to another agency, primarily because 
the program has traditionally distributed funds relatively quickly, has relatively low 
administrative costs, and, has been relatively popular with provider groups. 

Program Focus 
The term “continuum of care” within the emergency services community refers to the strategy of 
addressing the continuum of needs of homeless persons: prevention of long-term homelessness, 
emergency shelter, transitional housing, permanent housing, and supportive services (such as job 
counseling and medical care) provided at all stages of housing assistance.53 A criticism of the EFS 
program is that its focus on providing funding for emergency services, as opposed to transitional 
or permanent solutions to homelessness, represents a “band-aid” approach to addressing 
problems, rather than focusing on long-term solutions to homelessness.54 Although other 
programs attempt  to address long-term solutions to homelessness, some prefer that all federal 
programs, including the EFS program, focus on transitional or permanent solutions to 
homelessness.55 Others disagree. For example, some have argued that meeting immediate needs 

                                                 
52 See, for example, U.S. House of Representatives, Subcommittee on VA, HUD and Independent Agencies, 
Department of Veterans Affairs and Housing and Urban Development and Independent Agencies Appropriations for 
1995, hearings, 103rd Cong., 2nd Sess., March 3, 1994, (Washington: GPO, 1994), p.21. U.S. House of Representatives, 
Subcommittee on VA, HUD and Independent Agencies, Department of Veterans Affairs and Housing and Urban 
Development and Independent Agencies Appropriations for 2003, hearings , 107th Cong., 2nd Sess., March 6, 2002, 
(Washington: GPO, 2002), p.14. 
53Sonya Ross, “Cuomo Ran Homelessness Group,” The Washington Post, December 20, 1996, at 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/national/longterm/.../cuomo.htm  

54 Although the EFS program generally does not provide funding for supportive services, it can be argued that, in some 
instances, the per diem allowance for mass shelters under the EFS program may provide supplemental funding for such 
services. 
55 One example of a permanent solution would be HUD’s Rapid Re-Housing Demonstration Program.  For details, see 
CRS Report RL33764, The HUD Homeless Assistance Grants: Current Operation and HEARTH Act Changes, by 
(continued...) 
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of homeless individuals is the fundamental basis for any progress.56 As one commentator stated 
shortly after the enactment of the McKinney-Vento Act, the provision of emergency assistance is 
necessary and federal assistance for emergency assistance is needed: 

There is absolutely no reason why public shelters should be horrible places, horribly run. 
Nobody thinks shelters are an ideal answer. But the lesson of the last decade is that they 
aren’t mere emergency measures either. The time has come to think seriously about how best 
to maintain them.57 

A fundamental question in considering the EFS program is whether assisting communities to 
meet emergency needs is an appropriate goal for a federal homeless program.  The supplemental 
nature of the program reflects the interest of the legislation in establishing a partnership in which 
federal funding helps to build capacity and reach of local emergency programs.  However, the use 
of resources on emergency services also diminishes funds that can be directed at long-term 
solutions for homeless families and individuals.   

A change in the focus of the program to finding long-term solutions to homelessness could 
further promote ongoing collaborative efforts such as the Continuum of Care in many 
communities.  But if the EFS program changes its focus it would also be leaving behind a 
program that reached out more broadly geographically and, because of that breadth, also to many 
smaller recipient organizations that other programs cannot reach.  These types of  recipient 
organizations, that provide basic emergency assistance, may not qualify for grant assistance under 
more sophisticated programs and systems devoted to long-term efforts. 

National Board Membership 
As mentioned previously, changing the National Board’s membership requires legislative action. 
Some groups argue that expanding the National Board’s membership would promote greater 
inclusiveness and improve the representation of local recipient organizations. For example, 
Feeding America has sought membership on the National Board, arguing that many of its 
affiliates receive EFS program funds at the local level and those affiliates, in turn, are in constant 
contact with the many organizations that they serve with food donations.58 Also, as Feeding 
America argued in a letter advocating its membership:  

We also could help provide additional data to the Board through our Research Department, 
which does ongoing research on hunger across the country as well as the Hunger Study, the 
most comprehensive look at hunger in America59 

                                                                 
(...continued) 
Libby Perl, January 26, 2012, p.28. 
56 Janet A. Simons, Donald B. Irwin, and Beverly A. Drinninen, “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs,” from Psychology – 
The Search for Understanding, (New York: West Publishing Company, 1987), http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/
committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/maslow.htm. 
57 John J. DiIulio, Jr. “The Homeless: Who They Are and How to Help Them,” The New Republic, June 24, 1991, p. 
36. 
58 In a data search done by the EFS Secretariat in August of 2009, at the request of Feeding America, a report showed 
that over 3,400 EFS local recipient organizations (LROs) were associated with local food banks. In any given year, that 
number would amount to about a quarter to a third of all LROs. 
59 Letter from Vicki B. Escarra, President and CEO, Feeding America, to the EFS National Board, January 15, 2010. 
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Similarly, some have argued for greater representation on the National Board for organizations 
providing assistance to homeless veterans, arguing that veterans are overrepresented, on a per 
capita basis, among the homeless population.60  

Arguments for not increasing the National Board’s membership include: the current membership 
size provides for expeditious handling of EFS program administration, the EFS program formula 
for distributing funds is sufficiently broad to ensure that all recipient population groups are 
included, and, depending on how the new board members are selected, adding new members 
could present Congress with the task of choosing among prospective member organizations.  

EFS Administrative Budget 
As mentioned previously, the EFS program is currently operating under authority provided by 
annual appropriations acts and those acts have limited the program’s administrative budget to no 
more than 3.5% of available funding, compared to no more than 5% under the McKinney-Vento 
Act. EFS program advocates often note in their advocacy for the program that the EFS program 
has relatively low administrative costs. However, limiting the program’s administrative budget to 
3.5% of funding has consequences. For example, the EFS program has a substantial database that 
contains information on all participating agencies, as well as data on the use of funds (e.g. for 
food banks, served food, sheltering, rental assistance, etc.) in over 2,500 communities in every 
state and territory since the program began making awards. While various think tanks and 
government researchers have used the EFS database for various purposes, the EFS program itself 
has never conducted its own in-depth research using this database, primarily due to its limited 
administrative budget.61 Also, FEMA has not had, until recently, an Office of Policy Development 
and Research to provide an analysis of the EFS program’s accumulated data and to make 
recommendations for the improvement of its programs.62 As one researcher noted at a 
congressional hearing, the emphasis on local decision-making under the EFS program may not 
result in preventing homelessness if the local leadership does not have the information necessary 
to “measure whether or not family homelessness has been reduced.”63 

In the absence of increased funding, either from Congress or another source, an increase in the 
amount available for administrative purposes could, conceivably, lead to a reduction in program 
services. On the other hand, increasing funds for administration could also provide the National 
Board with the resources necessary to seek and evaluate additional data from Local Boards. Also, 
among Local Boards, only large jurisdictions receive enough administrative funding to hire staff 
devoted solely to the program. For example, the Columbus, Ohio area received an $820,000 
direct award for FY2010. Given the 2% administrative budget limit for Local Boards, Columbus 

                                                 
60 For further discussion on this issue see CRS Report RL34024, Veterans and Homelessness, by Libby Perl. 
61 Some of the users of EFS data and contact points have included the Urban Institute, the U.S. Bureau of the Census 
work for the homeless census of 1990, and the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities initial work in publicizing the 
Earned Income Tax Credit Campaign. 
62 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “About PD&R,” at  
http://www.huduser.org//about/pdrabout.html. FEMA’s Office of Policy and Program Analysis (OPPA) has had 
significant growth in recent years, now with a staff of about 30, but has not yet addressed the EFS program. 
63 Testimony of Martha R. Burt, Ph.D., Director, Social Services Program, Urban Institute, in U.S. Congress, House 
Committee on Financial Services, Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunity, “Reauthorization of the 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act”, 110th Cong., 1st Sess., Oct. 11, 2007, at http://www.urban.org/
UploadedPDF/901120_homeless_assistance.pdf. 
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could have used up to $16,400 of its award for administrative expenses, not enough to hire a full-
time staff member to oversee the program. If additional administrative support was available, 
Local Boards could, conceivably, be better positioned to provide more detailed information on 
program spending, how that spending relates to other social service programs, and provide 
additional oversight of spending and administrative practices as well. 

Conclusion 
Given current fiscal conditions, recent reductions in the program’s funding, the lack of a national  
association of EFS program recipients to advocate for the program, and the lack of consensus 
concerning the role of emergency services in addressing the needs of the homeless, the EFS 
program’s future appears to be in question. For example, some argue that the Obama 
Administration’s recommendation to reduce funding for the EFS program reflects growing 
support for the argument that emergency assistance should be funded locally and federal 
assistance should be concentrated on long-term solutions. Those who reach this conclusion note 
that under ARRA, the EFS program received an additional $100 million in temporary funding in 
2009, compared to $1.5 billion provided to HUD’s Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-
Housing Program (HPRP), which focuses on intervention, not emergency services.64 

Others argue that emergency shelter assistance is still a necessary first step in addressing the 
problems of people in need of immediate shelter. 

A majority of homeless people counted were in emergency shelters or transitional housing 
programs, but nearly 4 in 10 were unsheltered, living on the streets, or in cars, abandoned 
buildings, or other places not intended for human habitation. The unsheltered population 
increased by 2% from 239,759 in 2009 to 243,701 in 2011, the only subpopulation to 
increase.65 

Therefore, the choice may not be so stark. As previous initiatives suggest, one approach to 
homelessness may be to consider it as a continuum in which emergency services lead to 
transitional services and finally to permanent housing. But, the question remains whether the EFS 
program, the original, national homeless assistance program, will continue to be viewed as an 
important component within an overall federal strategy to address homelessness, and within its 
own department. 

 

                                                 
64 National Alliance to End Homelessness, State of Homelessness in America, 2012, p.2, at 
http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/article/detail/4361/. 
65 Ibid. p. 4. 
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Appendix A. EFS Program Funding 

Table A-1. EFS Program Funding, FY1983-FY2012 

Fiscal Year Appropriated Amount (millions) 

1983 $50.0 

1984 $40.0 

1985 $70.0 

1986 $90.0 

1987 $115.0 

1988 $124.0 

1989 $126.0 

1990 $130.1 

1991 $134.0 

1992 $134.0 

1993 $129.0 

1994 $130.0 

1995 $130.0 

1996 $100.0 

1997 $100.0 

1998 $100.0 

1999 $100.0 

2000 $110.0 

2001 $139.7 

2002 $140.0 

2003 $152.0 

2004 $152.1 

2005 $153.0 

2006 $151.5 

2007 $151.5 

2008 $153.0 

2009 $300.0a 

2010 $200.0 

2011 $119.7 

2012 $120.0 

Total $3,844.6 

Source: Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program – Program Specific Recovery Act Plan, May 
15,2009, p. 5. 

Notes: Annual amounts can include carry-over funding from the previous year, including unspent funds and 
interest on funds. The FY2009 figure includes $100 million from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 
P.L. 111-5. 

a. Includes $100 million from P.L. 111-5, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.  
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Appendix B. EFS National Board Members 

 
 

Source: Created by CRS using information from Emergency Food and Shelter National Board Program – 25th 
Anniversary Commemoration – 1983 to 2008, May 26, 2008; and current FEMA and EFS Secretariat program 
staff. 
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