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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Nearly every corner of the United States has been harmed by oppressively hot days in recent

years. Heat waves have gotten longer, more frequent, and more intense since the 1960s, and

the share of U.S. deaths attributable to the hottest days increased by more than 50 percent

from 2000 to 2020."

Climate change, aging infrastructure, skyrocketing economic
pressures, and a lack of preparedness for extreme heat are
setting the stage for mass casualty events that could rival the
disasters seen in Chicago in 1995 and the Pacific Northwest in
2021, which together killed more than 1,740 people. But even
during less severe summers, rising temperatures are exposing
U.S. residents to elevated risks of preventable health harms.

At the same time, other crises such as the COVID-19
pandemic and an increasing number of billion-dollar weather
disasters have strained the budgets of state and local
governments and made it harder for individual households to
pay for heat-protective services such as electricity and health
care. In response, state and local leaders have repeatedly
asked the federal government for help with heat-related
planning, recovery, and resilience activities.

One popular idea has been to unlock funding and technical
support for heat waves through a “major disaster
declaration,” which is commonly used for flooding, tornadoes,
or other high-damage events. The president can issue such a
declaration in response to a request from a state governor or
chief executive of a Tribal Nation, but so far, all formal state
requests to declare a heat disaster have been denied.

In early 2025, NRDC set out to explore the concept of heat
disaster declarations and how they might help with the
resource needs of state and local officials. We spoke with 17
state and local experts in 11 states with roles in emergency
management, climate resilience, health care, and other
relevant areas. We paired these interviews with a close
review of recent literature and federal guidance documents
about the disaster declaration process.

These conversations took place against a rapidly

shifting backdrop created by the Trump administration’s
unprecedented effort to dismantle many of the federal
government’s core functions. The policy shifts at the federal
level have increased strain and uncertainty for everyone from
on-the-ground emergency responders to the upper levels of
state and local governments. The administration has also
undone nearly all of the whole-of-government progress made
in recent years toward a more heat-resilient nation.

However, even without recent actions by the Trump
administration, our research finds that the major disaster
declaration process is not well suited for extreme
heat because it emphasizes responses to widespread

infrastructure damage rather than the prevention of illness
and death. And given the current policy context, which is
hostile to climate action, it is even more true that state

and local governments cannot rely on the federal
government to deliver meaningful help before, during,
or after dangerous heat events. Although there are
pathways to improve the existing disaster declaration process
and to create analogous procedures specifically for heat,

the prospects of success seem distant under the current
administration and Congress.

In the meantime, our interviews reveal significant resource
gaps for state- and city-level heat-related planning,

response, recovery, and resilience. State and local leaders
face tightening budgets due to a loss of federal funding. But
as extreme heat waves become an increasingly dangerous
feature of U.S. summers, leaders must prioritize proactive
local and statewide heat-related spending to keep people safe
from deadly heat.
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A worker takes a break on a construction site in Los Angeles during a July 2024
heat wave.
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HEAT EVENTS CAN BE DISASTROUS—BUT ARE THEY DECLARABLE DISASTERS?

Thousands of heat-related emergency medical service
responses. Unusually high numbers of heat-related deaths.
Waiting lists for cooling shelters. Canceled commuter
trains and closed bridges. Hospital evacuations after air
conditioning failures. These were just some of the many
effects of a June 2025 heat wave that exposed nearly
one-third of the U.S. population to record-breaking high
temperatures.?

The early-summer heat wave reinforced what scientists,
urban planners, community groups, medical professionals,
and others have known for decades: The United States is
ill prepared for the heat waves of the present, let alone the
deadlier ones expected in the future.?

To be sure, a growing number of subnational governments
(i.e., states, cities, counties, and Tribal Nations) are investing
in their heat emergency procedures, passing laws to protect
low-income households from heat, and developing plans

for long-term resilience to rising temperatures.* However,
other public health crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic
have made it difficult for subnational governments to keep
pace with the various needs of communities and businesses,
and funding for heat is typically not prioritized.” This

has prompted repeated calls to make federal funding and
technical assistance for heat events available via a “major
disaster declaration” for heat waves.

The federal disaster declaration process (see box 1, below)

is intended to support subnational governments that have
been overwhelmed by catastrophes such as hurricanes,
pandemics, or terrorist attacks. Since Congress passed the
Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act
(“Stafford Act”) in 1988, just three states have requested
major disaster declarations for heat.'”” The requests made by
Missouri, Illinois, and California were denied across multiple
administrations, in part because the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) determined that the events
were not of sufficient “severity and magnitude.”® This finding
was particularly noteworthy for the 1995 heat wave in
Illinois, which killed more than 700 people in Chicago alone
and threw the city’s health care system into chaos."

Lawmakers and advocates have tried—and failed—multiple
times to amend the Stafford Act and the disaster declaration
process to meet the needs of heat-affected subnational
governments.

® From 2019 through 2025, members of Congress introduced
the FEMA Climate Change Preparedness Act, Climate
RESILIENCE Act, and Extreme Heat Emergency Act,
all of which would add explicit mentions of extreme
heat to definitions in the Stafford Act.”” The most recent
introduction of the Extreme Heat Emergency Act came
in mid-July 2025 after early-season heat waves harmed
communities and businesses across the country.'

BOX I: THE PRESIDENTIAL DECLARATION PROCESS IN BRIEF

Subnational governments—starting with local governments—are responsible for responding to disasters that occur in their jurisdictions.
Should they find their local, state, and interstate mutual aid capabilities overwhelmed, governors or Tribal chief executives can submit a formal
request for an emergency declaration or a major disaster declaration.® Because federal assistance under an emergency declaration is limited in
ways that make it less useful for widespread heat events, this report focuses on major disaster declarations.

With some exceptions, requests for a major disaster declaration start with an Initial Damage Assessment conducted by local or Tribal officials
and a request to FEMA for a Preliminary Damage Assessment (PDA).” The PDA, which is conducted jointly with federal, state or Tribal, and
local officials, helps FEMA understand the scope of disaster-caused damage, actual or estimated costs incurred by subnational responders,
the characteristics of the disaster-affected population, and a jurisdiction’s recent history of repeated disasters.® FEMA then uses the PDA and

other documentation to make a recommendation to the president.

Importantly, FEMA manages the declaration process and provides evidence of need. However, the authority to make a final decision on major
disaster declarations lies solely with the president.® Previous research has suggested that this final step can be subject to political bias,
particularly in election years.'"® Although President Trump denied or delayed response to requests from states from across the political spectrum
early in his second term, his recent denials have fallen almost entirely along party lines, posing an unprecedented challenge to the typical

disaster declaration process."
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® In 2024, 31 groups led by the Center for Biological
Diversity petitioned FEMA to include extreme heat
in its definition of major disasters."” The petition was
subsequently supported by 14 state attorneys general and
24 mayors and other local government officials.'®

® In 2024 and 2025, members of Congress introduced the
Extreme Weather and Heat Response Modernization
Act, which would direct FEMA to consider innovative
heat mitigation and preparedness projects under existing
sections of the Stafford Act.”

B Members of Congress also introduced the Heat
Management Assistance Grant Act in 2024 and 2025. The
bill would amend the Stafford Act by authorizing FEMA to
provide grants, technical assistance, supplies, and other
forms of support for heat mitigation, with or without a
major disaster declaration.?

FEMA has responded to the flurry of legislation and petitions
by saying it already has the authority it needs to recommend
major disaster declarations for extreme heat.” The problem,
according to the agency, isn’t how disasters are defined by
the law. Rather, no states have convincingly shown that

heat events have outstripped their local capacity to respond.
States, clearly, disagree.

We explored this disconnect between subnational
representatives and FEMA officials in early 2025 via 17
informational interviews with participants from 11 states (for
details, see the appendix). Given the multidisciplinary nature
of extreme heat, we selected interviewees with a range of
backgrounds, experience, and roles including emergency
management practitioners, climate resilience planners,
health care professionals, and heat researchers.

From these interviews and a review of the major disaster
declaration process, we find that:

® On-the-ground responders and planners have significant
unmet resource needs through every phase of the disaster
cycle, from preparation for deadly heat events through
recovery and resilience;

® The existing presidential disaster declaration process is
not a good fit for meeting heat-related resource needs; and

® There is no easy pathway to “fixing” the declaration
process for deadly heat events.

During our research, the Trump administration made the
situation even worse by taking a wrecking ball to disaster
preparedness and climate resilience efforts. Most notably,
President Trump and his political appointees have repeatedly
threatened to abolish FEMA and in the meantime have made
it harder for state and local governments to access federal
aid.?? The administration has also undone many of President
Biden’s whole-of-government efforts to strengthen the
nation’s heat resilience, including by dismantling climate and
public health expertise across the federal government and
taking critical data, planning tools, and funding opportunities
offline.”® Examples of vital resources that were removed
from public view include the National Heat Strategy (figure
1), the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s
extreme heat guidance for affordable housing providers, and

the entire National Climate Assessment.?*

The administration’s assault will be especially detrimental
to the programs and institutions that support those most
vulnerable to extreme heat. As with other types of dangerous
weather, the harms of heat tend to fall most heavily on
medically vulnerable populations, disabled people, low-

FIGURE I: SCREENSHOT OF THE FORMER LANDING PAGE FOR THE 2024-2030 NATIONAL HEAT STRATEGY, JULY 23, 2025

The strategy has since been archived by Harvard Law School.
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A mother holds her child near a window fan at their home in Houston, Texas, during a July 2022 heat wave.

income households, and communities with high proportions
of Black and Latine people.” But instead of acknowledging
that reality, the Trump administration has made people

less safe by—among other things—banning words related
to climate impacts and solutions, rescinding grants to
community-based organizations, and limiting access to
federally funded health services.”®

Informed by these recent events, our research leads us to

a clear conclusion: Subnational governments cannot
expect federal agencies to provide meaningful help
before, during, or after dangerous heat events,
especially not through the major disaster declaration
process. The current declaration process is not easily
adaptable to extreme heat events and is unlikely, without

significant changes by Congress, to result in federal funding
for states facing high temperatures. Rather than waiting,
state and local leaders should use every tool under their
immediate control to protect their local economies and the
lives and livelihoods of their residents from extreme heat,
planning and budgeting for dangerously high temperatures as
if they are a given rather than a surprise.

This report provides an overview of the disaster declaration
process, explores the reasons why it is not a likely or
effective vehicle for delivering funding to states and local
governments, and recommend the immediate steps that state
and local governments should take to increase their resilience
to deadly heat.
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THE CURRENT DISASTER DECLARATION PROCESS IS NOT SUITABLE

FOR EXTREME HEAT

Severe heat waves can result in many of the same wide-
ranging and lasting harms as other deadly weather events.
These include deaths, illnesses, and injuries; mental health
harms; food or water insecurity; infrastructure damage;
increased household debt; and disruptions to health care
and business operations.?” Our analysis suggests, however,
that the current disaster declaration process is not well
suited to extreme heat because heat incidents are hard to
define, because the declaration process emphasizes property
damage, and because health impacts are difficult to count in
a timely fashion.

HEAT INCIDENTS ARE HARD TO DEFINE

One of FEMA’s roles during the major disaster declaration
process is to determine the “incident period” for a destructive
event. According to federal regulations, “No Federal
assistance under the Act shall be approved unless the damage
or hardship to be alleviated resulted from the disaster-
causing incident which took place during the incident period

or was in anticipation of that incident.”?®

It is fairly straightforward to define when a hurricane or
flood starts and ends and how much damage can be directly
attributed to such events. Extreme heat is different for
several reasons.

First, there is no standard definition of “extreme heat” or
“heat wave,” even within the federal government.?® That
is partly because temperatures that would be considered
“extreme” in one region may be a normal summer day in
another.

Second, temperature alone is not a sufficient indicator of

the potential harm of heat to people and property. Rather,
forecasters and planners need to consider other factors, such
as the seasonal timing of high heat conditions, and non-
atmospheric characteristics of a region, such as access to
cool spaces.’® As one resilience expert who has worked with
state and local governments across the Southeast mused:

We don’t know how to define heat so we don’t know how
to respond . .. and plan for it. How do we define heat?
Because it’s different for me; I'm fully air conditioned . ..
I'm good, financially solvent, my life is easy . .. So, what
is hot for other people? Where is hot really existing, and
what does an unaffordable power bill look like?

Third, high temperatures don’t need to be extreme to be
deadly for susceptible populations.® This means that chronic,
season-long heat can pose just as much of a threat in some
regions as extreme heat. For instance, in Maricopa County,
Arizona, less than half of all heat-related deaths in 2024
occurred on the most extreme heat days.*

Patients gather under a water mister at a Circle The City mobile health clinic in Phoenix, Arizona in May 2024.
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Finally, although extreme heat can cause acute damage to
infrastructure such as roads or train tracks, no single heat
wave will result in the scope and scale of devastation and
debris-removal needs seen after a hurricane or a wildfire.
Rather, heat tends to have a creeping effect on infrastructure,
for example softening highways over time, causing them to
develop deep ruts like one would see in a dirt road.*

THE DECLARATION PROCESS EMPHASIZES DAMAGE
TO PROPERTY, NOT DAMAGE T0 PEOPLE

As discussed above, states requesting a major disaster
declaration must demonstrate that they need federal
assistance to supplement their own response efforts. The
Preliminary Damage Assessment (PDA), which plays a major
role in that demonstration, focuses almost exclusively on
physical damage to infrastructure and the costs of addressing
that damage. Because the number of deaths and injuries
occurring during the incident period of an event play only

a minor role in determining whether states are eligible

for help—on paper, at least—many of the resource needs
identified by project participants, such as overnight cooling
shelters, would not be covered by the three main post-
disaster programs described below.**

= The Public Assistance Program helps subnational
governments and eligible nonprofits pay for “the repair,
restoration, reconstruction or replacement” of public
systems, structures, and equipment such as roads and
government buildings.* Emergency public assistance can
include feeding and sheltering disaster survivors, which
could be useful in the case of an extended regional power
or drinking water outage during a heat wave.*® However,
FEMA does not recommend public assistance unless public
infrastructure damage in a state or territory has exceeded
$1 million and has met an annually adjusted per capita
threshold.”” FEMA does not consider deaths and injuries in
public assistance requests.

® The Individual Assistance Program helps households
and individuals in a disaster-affected area who have
experienced uninsured or underinsured property losses.
Affected parties can receive assistance with things such as
funeral expenses, crisis counseling, and legal counseling,
which could be useful to households who lose loved ones
or primary wage earners during deadly heat events. There
is no per capita threshold for the individual assistance
program. However, although deaths and injuries are
considered in the recommendations for some types of
assistance, the most important factors driving eligibility
are the fiscal capacity of a state and the amount of
uninsured home and personal property losses.*®

= The Hazard Mitigation Assistance Program provides
funding to subnational governments for projects that
“reduce long-term risk to people and property,” such as
building retrofits and installation of backup power systems.
Hazard mitigation grants must initially be authorized in
amajor disaster declaration. Later, states use a separate
process to apply for project grants that can be used for
any kind of hazard as long as the proposed projects meet
a benefit-cost analysis threshold and other program
criteria.” FEMA has tried to make it easier for states and
localities to use hazard mitigation assistance and other
grant programs for heat-related needs through guidance
on allowable project types and by simplifying benefit-cost
calculations.*® Unfortunately, there is no way to assess how
successful these efforts have been due to limitations in the
agency’s current grant reporting database.*

In summary, the public and individual assistance programs
include services that could meet some acute needs during

or after a heat emergency, and the hazard mitigation

program includes services that could reduce vulnerability to
future heat emergencies. Nevertheless, the emphasis of the
declaration process on infrastructure damage means that
those services will remain inaccessible to state and local
officials who are responding to, recovering from, or preparing
for extreme heat.

HEALTH HARMS ARE HARD TO QUANTIFY IN A
TIMELY MANNER

Even if health harms played a more central role in FEMA’s
recommendation to the president, most jurisdictions lack a
standardized way to quickly estimate the number of deaths,
illnesses, and injuries associated with heat waves.* This
means the health toll of a single heat wave or an entire heat
season is often not known until months or years later—if

it is ever determined at all.*® Nearly all our interviewees
spoke about the challenges of acquiring and assessing
reliable and timely heat-health data, including determining
the contribution of heat to deaths from pre-existing
conditions such as heart disease, inconsistent use of medical
diagnosis codes across different health and safety providers
and jurisdictions, the slow pace of medical examiner
investigations, and privacy considerations.

Furthermore, few jurisdictions have attempted to estimate
the staggering price tag of heat-related health harms, in part
because of data limitations.** This data gap was reflected in
the goals of the first-ever National Heat Strategy, which was
released under the Biden administration and later retracted
by the Trump administration. Had the plan moved forward,
states and localities would have received valuable guidance
on how to better quantify and communicate the economic
costs of heat.*
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NEAR-TERM CHANGES IN THE FEDERAL FUNDING LANDSCAPE ARE UNLIKELY

While the disaster declaration process as it currently

exists is not well suited to extreme heat, there are potential
pathways for FEMA and other federal agencies to provide
more heat-related assistance to states. That said, the current
administration seems unlikely to make any such changes.

Although some interviewees expressed frustration about
working with FEMA, they also acknowledged recent efforts
by the agency to streamline the application process for
federal assistance and to provide guidance on how to use
existing disaster assistance and hazard mitigation programs
for heat-related projects.*® If FEMA is sufficiently funded
and staffed, it could continue to find innovative pathways for
heat-stricken communities to make use of existing federal
programs for heat-related solutions. That work could start
with fully adopting recent recommendations from the U.S.
Government Accountability Office (GAO) to evaluate and
address gaps in FEMA’s programs for assisting subnational
governments with heat hazards (see box 2, below).*

Congress also could directly facilitate a better fit between
heat emergencies and the declaration process by creating a
Heat Management Assistance Grant (HMAG) program.*® This
would be similar to the Fire Management Assistance Grant
(FMAG) program, which triggers an expedited decision from
FEMA on disaster funding and technical support before an
uncontrolled fire causes the kind of destruction that would
constitute a major disaster.* Unlike FMAG, however, HMAG
would also allow states and localities to apply later for heat-
related hazard mitigation grants with or without a major
disaster declaration for the original heat emergency.

As noted in the Federation of American Scientists’ 2025
Framework for a Heat Ready Nation, there is a long list

of things FEMA and the rest of the federal government
should do to “proactively implement strategies to prepare
for longer heat seasons and save lives during extreme heat

995!

events.”” That framework paints an ambitious but ultimately
achievable vision of how each level of government could work
together with communities and the private sector to build

collective heat resilience.

But under the current administration, these options seem
distant at best. For now, states and localities are in the
unenviable position of going it alone when deadly heat
descends on their communities.
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The entrance to a cooling center in the Harlem neighborhood of New York City,
July 2024.

BOX 2: RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE U.S. GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE TO THE FEDERAL

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY

At the request of Congress, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) evaluated how FEMA supports subnational governments that
experience heat events.”' On the basis of their analysis, which was conducted from March 2024 through September 2025, GAO made four

recommendations to the FEMA administrator:

I. ldentify quantitative and qualitative evidence that subnational governments could use to determine the costs and benefits of heat-related

projects.

2. Establish a concrete plan for incorporating additional heat-related activities into FEMA’s process for benefit-cost analyses.

3. Identify projects that would work primarily to reduce heat hazards and then provide guidance materials about such projects to subnational

governments.

4. Evaluate gaps in FEMA’s role and capacities to assist subnational governments with extreme heat and determine whether and how best to

address the gaps.
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STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS ARE IN THE HOT SEAT WHEN IT COMES

T0 HEAT EMERGENCIES

EMTs assist a patient who called 911 in June 2023 to report chest pain after working outside for hours in Eagle Pass, Texas.

As recent experience in the United States and around the
world has shown, devastating heat events that once seemed
impossible are now quite likely.”” Without reliable federal
assistance, states and local governments must themselves be
prepared to protect their residents.

For example, the 2021 Pacific Northwest heat wave took just
about everyone by surprise.” One public health official told
us how he had difficulty getting a solid forecast from the
National Weather Service ahead of what would end up being
a mass casualty event, with more than 1,040 deaths across
the region.**

I [saw] that some of their models [were] projecting all-
time temperature records. And so, I called the Weather
Service and said, “I just saw a kind of a scary mention

in the discussion.” And they said, “Well, we don’t really
believe our models” . .. because they didn’t think it would
get that hot.”

Another surprise was the effect of the heat wave on the
region’s economy as many businesses temporarily closed,
commuter routes were disrupted, and residents stayed
indoors. The same official went on to say:

People weren’t doing anything. They were just hunkering
down. We had infrastructure impacts where we had our
passenger rail systems . .. damaged by the heat. We had
bridges that were inoperable during the heat.

Without appropriate planning and resource allocation, many
places around the country are likely to face similar economic,
health, and infrastructure impacts. As a worst-case scenario,
large cities could be one extended power outage away from

a “Hurricane Katrina of extreme heat.”*® Electricity helps
keep people safe during heat waves by powering everything
from household fans and air conditioners, to drinking

water treatment and distribution facilities, to hospital
equipment such as ice machines and ventilators needed to
treat heatstroke patients. Luckily, the Pacific Northwest
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experienced only limited power outages during the 2021
heat wave. But cities and states should not rely on luck in
the future.”

State and local governments need to act now to minimize
heat-related harm to lives, livelihoods, and the economy by:

B Appointing leaders empowered to oversee extreme heat
planning and response;

® Budgeting for extreme heat on an ongoing basis; and

® Planning for heat emergencies and longer-term heat
resilience.

APPOINT EMPOWERED HEAT LEADERS

Many states and localities have failed to fully grasp the wide-
ranging threats of extreme heat, and therefore have no one

in charge of heat-related planning, preparedness, response,
or resilience.”” Without one or more leaders empowered

to convene people and mobilize resources across multiple
agencies, heat-related planning and implementation will
likely remain siloed, focused on easy wins rather than harder
strategic choices, and unlikely to address the needs of the
most heat-sensitive populations.*®

Critically, trusted leaders could help states and localities
navigate the production of after-action reports, which
evaluate how well organizations respond to real-life or
simulated emergencies.” Two of our interviewees spoke
about how this type of report can be politically sensitive,
especially if resources aren’t subsequently made available to
address major shortcomings. However, this type of evaluation
presents a valuable opportunity to improve operations
before the next heat emergency arrives. For example, the
city of Phoenix formed new partnerships with the American
Red Cross and the Nature Conservancy after its 2024 after-
action report revealed staffing and logistical challenges in its
response to the 2024 extreme heat season.®

States and localities should follow the examples set by
Arizona, Los Angeles, and locations outside the United
States to create a chief heat officer (or similar) position
that is appropriate for their specific jurisdiction.®! One of
our interviewees also recommended that county and state
governments form a structure for heat emergencies similar
to an incident management team (IMT). IMTs are multi-
jurisdictional, multidisciplinary teams that are deployed
for complex or extended events.®” Although the IMT-

type structure was new in Phoenix, the aforementioned
interviewee anticipated it would help officials better
standardize and quantify the impacts of extreme heat and
ultimately to make the case for state and federal funding.

Of course, creating new positions and teams is easier said
than done for smaller cities and rural areas with less fiscal
and governance capacity. As a climate and health researcher
who has extensive work with rural communities told us:

There are a lot of counties, towns, and regional
governments where the mayor is also the town planner,
and is also driving the bus, and is also putting up the

Christmas lights . . . How are these towns meant to create
plans when . . . the people who run the town government
are so incredibly overburdened themselves—until there is
more of a mechanism, a sort of formalized mechanism, for
people to get this capacity?

Put simply, without significant support from state
governments or regional entities such as regional planning
commissions or natural resources districts, the need for
dedicated heat leaders in less-populated areas will likely
remain unmet.*

BUDGET FOR EXTREME HEAT ON AN ONGOING BASIS

According to recent research from the Pew Charitable Trusts
(Pew), the budgetary approaches of state governments have
not kept up with recent increases in the number and severity
of any kind of disaster.%* This is partly because most states
don’t systematically track what they spend on disaster
planning, response, and recovery. The lack of data makes it
difficult to predict future costs, even for disasters that are
likely to occur again soon.

As aresult, state governments tend to wait until after a
disaster occurs to make major spending decisions, “outside
of—and without the analysis and deliberation of—the formal
budget process.”®
less transparent and therefore less equitable, can stymie

This reactive approach can end up being

other policy priorities through unexpected budget cuts, and
can prioritize quick fixes that have the potential to amplify
future disaster-related risks.’® Examples of the latter include
adding shade structures to transit routes without assessing
how much they heat up during the day, or opening a cooling
center in low-wealth neighborhoods without also providing
low-cost transportation to get there.®’

This approach is particularly problematic for responding

to heat, a hazard whose mitigation is already underfunded
even as average temperatures rise and deadly heat waves
become more frequent, severe, and long-lasting. As one of our
interviewees put it:

The hazard is getting worse, and I think it’s not something
we should be thinking about as these random one-off
offenses. It’s something we should be thinking about as a
predictable, anticipated hazard that we will deal with most
years.

One of Pew’s most important points was that planners and
responders need dedicated funding for every phase of a
disaster. The people we spoke to consistently reinforced
that point (see table 1), highlighting the need for resources
to fund, for instance:

= Translation services to ensure public education materials
and emergency messaging are linguistically appropriate
for local communities;

B Surge staffing and supplies for responding to heat
emergencies;

m Utility assistance funding; and

® Cost assessments needed to inform future budgets.
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TABLE I: EXAMPLES OF NEEDS IDENTIFIED BY INTERVIEWEES FOR HEAT EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS, RESPONSE, AND RESILIENCE, EACH OF WHICH CARRIES
BUDGET IMPLICATIONS.

This list is not comprehensive; exact needs will depend on factors such as the local climate, socioeconomic conditions, and existing emergency response capabilities.

Category of need Preparing for heat emergencies Responding to heat emergencies Reducing long-term heat vulnerabilities
Year-round Permanent chief heat officer or similar position
leadership

Permanent staff to support heat preparedness, response, and long-term resilience

Data and research

Research to identify most vulnerable
populations and their locations

Real-time estimates of heat-related deaths,
injuries, and illnesses

Research to refine real-time estimates of
heat-related deaths, injuries, and illnesses;
infrastructure damage; and economic
disruption

Development and refinement of a standardized
way to identify and record heat-related
deaths, injuries, and illnesses

Real-time estimates of heat-related damage
and disruption to public infrastructure (e.g.,
effects on public water and energy utilities,
commuter rail delays)

Tracking and reporting of planning costs

Real-time estimates of cooling center usage

Real-time estimates of heat-related demand
for essential community services such as child
care (e.g., because of early dismissal from
school or summer camp)

Real-time estimates of response and
recovery costs, including those incurred by
public hospitals, health clinics, and health
departments

Tracking and reporting of costs and benefits
of heat adaptation projects and programs

Planning and Development of heat emergency action plans Development and implementation of
budgeting (including via tabletop exercises) actionable heat resilience plans
Production of after-action reports to
identify the effectiveness of heat emergency
responses
Ongoing coordination with critical stakeholder
groups (e.g., health systems, schools, utilities,
community-based organizations, local
businesses)
Public Development and refinement of culturally and | Emergency messaging on multiple platforms Heat-safety education in public schools

communication
and education

linguistically appropriate heat early warning
systems

about health threats and resources available
to the public

Pre-event public outreach campaigns on
multiple platforms about health threats and
local resources available to the public

0Ongoing funding for public radio and TV
stations, which are critical sources of extreme
weather information

Translation services

Dedicated heat training for first responders
and “second responders” (i.e., those who
support first responders or provide post-
disaster help)

Translation services

Page 13

IN THE HOT SEAT: STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS MUST PROTECT THEIR PEOPLE FROM EXTREME HEAT

NRDC



TABLE I: EXAMPLES OF NEEDS IDENTIFIED BY INTERVIEWEES FOR HEAT EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS, RESPONSE, AND RESILIENCE, EACH OF WHICH CARRIES
BUDGET IMPLICATIONS.

This list is not comprehensive; exact needs will depend on factors such as the local climate, socioeconomic conditions, and existing emergency response capabilities.

Category of need Preparing for heat emergencies Responding to heat emergencies Reducing long-term heat vulnerabilities
Supplies, Vehicles for moving supplies and staff

equipment, Portable air conditioner units

and short-term

facilities

Backup power generators and charging
stations

Food and bottled water for cooling shelters,
response staff, and unhoused populations

Ice machines

Heat-related first aid supplies

Beds for overnight cooling shelters

Lockers for unhoused people to store
belongings

Utility and rental/lease costs for cooling
shelters and/or command centers

Buses, tents, or other mobile cooling shelters

Social service

Inquiry into feasibility/ desirability of creating

Emergency residential utility assistance

Increased access to affordable home retrofits,

programs aregistry of heat-vulnerable residents, like cooling equipment, and distributed energy
those used for hurricanes or other disasters generation for low-income and medically
vulnerable populations
System for identifying cooling centers and Organized door-to-door wellness checks for Energy affordability policies and programs
overnight shelters and communicating about particularly heat-sensitive households for households
them to the public - - - ; -
Transportation services to cooling centers, Ongoing community health outreach to
alternate temporary housing, or medical care | vulnerable communities
Call center for non-emergency heat-related Capacity-building among community-based
calls organizations and other “second responders”
Public Surge staffing and overtime, especially for Expansion of urban greening programs
infrastructure health and human services agencies and local | to provide natural cooling in hot urban

service providers such as libraries

landscapes

Establishment/improvement of shade
structures and drinking water fountains

Ongoing funding for public libraries and
other cooled “third spaces” that serve as
year-round community gathering spots and
information hubs

Improved heat resilience of critical
infrastructure (e.g., transportation, water,
electricity, public buildings)

Heat safety protections for workers
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In the absence of sufficient funding from their state
governments, local heat planners and responders

have historically turned to the federal government,
philanthropists, and even the private sector for grants.
One local official engaged in heat response said to us:

It really is me spending as much time as I can looking for
grants, looking for funding, trying to make connections.

Unfortunately, most of the federal avenues for funding heat-
related policies and programs have closed under the Trump
administration. The loss of those dollars will admittedly put
additional burdens on state and city budgets at an already
challenging moment.%® Although finding new ways to finance
emergency response efforts are beyond the scope of this

report, we refer interested readers to the “State and Local
Revenue Options” tool developed by the Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities.®

Furthermore, as some of our interviewees noted, there are
creative ways to redirect existing funding to heat-related
programs, even if that wasn’t its intended purpose. For
example, New York State’s Essential Plan is a zero-premium,
zero-deductible health insurance plan for lower-income
households that don’t qualify for Medicaid or other, similar
programs.” The state recently started using the program
to supply free air conditioners to members with persistent
asthma, which will help prevent heat-related illnesses and
deaths and reduce cost burdens on the health insurance
plan itself.”
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PLAN FOR HEAT EMERGENCIES AND LONGER-TERM HEAT RESILIENCE

FUA

Trees being planted on a street corner lot during an annual Community Tree Day in Greenville, North Carolina.

The interviews we conducted revealed an interesting tension
between emergency planning and long-term heat resilience.
For example, one local heat expert talked about how heat
funding in her area wasn’t accessible for emergency response:

It’s fine to plant a tree. And I think that’s a great idea.. ..
but planting a tree today is not going to save someone’s
life today. I still need funding to do the cool water. I need
to pay rent at cooling centers, you know, utilities have to
be kept on so that there are cool spaces. And so I've left
meetings very, very frustrated because they’re like, “Oh,
no, we don’t have money for heat response, but do you
want trees?” I'm like, “Yes, but no.”

On the other hand, a heat-health researcher noted that
a typical emergency response playbook doesn’t reduce
underlying vulnerabilities to extreme heat:

If you look at the Pacific Northwest heat wave . . . almost
everyone who died was either unhoused or behind closed
doors with no AC and nobody knew they were there.
That’s how they died and there’s just no way for a public
health response to reach all of those people ... That
calls for a long-term adaptation plan in which you’re just
requiring that all housing that people are going to live in
is capable of protecting them from the heat.

The inexorable march of climate change means that state
and local governments don’t have the luxury of treating
heat as either an emergency response problem or a longer-
term climate resilience problem.™ It is both—as shown in
table 1—meaning that planning and investment are needed
in both areas.™

Some of the people we interviewed discussed how this kind
of “yes, and” thinking is starting to emerge in their area.
Examples include New York City, which has moved from
advertising cooling centers only during heat emergencies

to communicating their availability over the entire heat
season.” In Oklahoma City, a planning exercise hosted by the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration helped
the Office of Sustainability, which is charged with long-term
planning, forge a stronger relationship with the Office of
Emergency Management, which historically has been the

lead on emergency response to extreme heat.”
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LOOKING AHEAD

States and localities faced a challenging landscape for heat-
related federal funding long before President Trump took
office. Despite substantial interest in the potential of major
disaster declarations to unlock funding for both short-term
response and long-term heat resilience, the declaration
process is not well suited to the unique characteristics

of extreme heat. Many of the stumbling blocks could be
addressed, but only with commitment from every corner
of the federal government to engage in thoughtful, data-
driven legislation, rulemaking, policy guidance, and
technical support.

Instead, we see the administration making the federal
landscape even bleaker, as resources for data, grants, and
other support that existed specifically to shore up heat-
related efforts by subnational governments are being clawed
back, canceled, or subverted for other purposes. In this
context, it would be understandable for states and localities
to put (or keep) extreme heat on the back burner while they
deal with other crises, such as the increasing number of
climate- and weather-related disasters that each result in

at least $1 billion of damage.™

However, the dangers of extreme heat aren’t hypothetical to
most Americans. In June 2025, nearly 7 in 10 U.S. residents
reported that someone in their household had experienced
heat-related health problems. And yet, most of those same
respondents were not aware of life-saving resources in their
area, such as help with utility bills or transportation to
cooling centers.”

States are on the front lines now. We cannot give up
entirely on federal assistance; states should still push

their congressional partners to protect the functions and
functionality of federal agencies like FEMA, the U.S. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, and the National
Weather Service, and to advance improvements in federal
law. However, they cannot rely on federal funding or an
overhaul of the disaster declaration process. Without
robust federal recognition of these dangers, state and local
policymakers will need to take the lead to help protect their
residents from extreme heat.
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEWS

We used a combination of informational interviews, literature
reviews, and an analysis of FEMA’s disaster declaration
process to understand how on-the-ground responders have
experienced extreme heat events and how well their needs
could be met by the existing presidential disaster declaration
process.”™

We conducted two rounds of interviews in 2025 (March 4
to April 11 and July 10 to August 8). Our initial invitations
went to representatives from states or localities that had
recently experienced dangerous heat conditions or had
publicly indicated support for heat disaster declarations.
Additional interviewees were incorporated in a manner
similar to snowball sampling, a nonrandom method in
which participants recommended others from within their
networks. In total, we interviewed 17 people in 11 states:
Alabama, Arizona, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts,
New York, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Texas, and
Washington.

Participants included:

® Public health officials from two cities and one county
B Two emergency medicine physicians/professors

B A city heat response manager

B A city sustainability planning and outreach official

® A city climate resilience coordinator

= Two state climate policy officials

B An assistant state attorney general

® Two climate impact and equity researchers

B Two disaster resilience researchers

® A national heat-health policy expert

® A regional disaster response and climate resilience expert

Quotes within the report represent the opinions

and experiences of individual participants, not their
organizations, and participation in interviews does not
indicate endorsement of this report or the recommendations
herein.

ROUND I INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
(MARCH 4 TO APRIL I1, 2025)

® What is your profession/role’s connection to extreme
heat events?

® Have any heat events overwhelmed your state or local
government’s capability to respond?

® Describe the characteristics of the event (duration,
departure from normal). How did you know it was
extreme?

® How did the state or locality know it was overwhelmed?
What were the indicators or thresholds that were met?

® Are there any difficulties the state or locality has
experienced while trying to quantify the impacts of an
extreme heat event—for example, inconsistencies in
reporting deaths or other health issues?

® What resources did the state or locality need before,
during, or after the heat event?

® What federal assistance would have been most helpful
to respond to the disaster, and why? What would this
assistance have been put toward?

® How could FEMA change its damage assessment process
to allow states to document what happened and what help
they needed?

® Do you believe that the FEMA disaster declaration
process is the appropriate way to secure federal funding
and resources in the event of extreme heat? Some have
suggested that addressing extreme heat as a public health
crisis could be an effective alternative.

® What has most worried you about your state/locality’s
ability to respond to future heat events?

® How would your state’s emergency preparedness be
affected if FEMA is dismantled?

ROUND 2 INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
(JULY 10 TO AUGUST 8, 2025)

® How would you characterize your state or local
government’s approach to heat preparedness?

In other words: Is it treated more like an emergency
management problem, a long-term adaptation problem,
not a problem at all, or something else?

® Has your state or local government struggled to respond
to any recent extreme heat events?

What were some of the problem areas, and who or
what was most affected as a result?

‘What were some of the staffing or funding gaps?

Has your state or local government ever formally
evaluated its own response to an extreme heat event?

® Has your state or local government made any significant
progress in its response to extreme heat events?

B Are you aware of any dedicated state or local funding
streams for heat-related policies, programs, or projects?

‘What are some of the state/locality’s biggest funding
needs for short-term heat emergencies?

What are some of the state/locality’s biggest funding
needs for longer-term heat adaptation and resilience?

® What worries you most about your state’s or locality’s
ability to respond to future extreme heat events?
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