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** REVISION ** 

SENATE 

NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARING 

  

COMMITTEE: Intergovernmental Relations   

TIME & DATE: 10:00 AM, Tuesday, March 27, 2018   

PLACE: E1.028 (Hearing Room)   

CHAIR: Senator Eddie Lucio, Jr.   

  

 

The Senate Committee on Intergovernmental Relations will meet to hear 

invited and public testimony on the following interim charges: 

 

Hurricane Harvey Related Charges 

 

 Examine and report on ways to improve the coordination of 

rebuilding housing and infrastructure following a natural 

disaster, including evaluating additional cost effective options 

for FEMA to utilize in providing direct housing assistance 

immediately following a disaster, creation of comprehensive lists 

of housing opportunities or web portals to disseminate 

information to survivors, ways to automatically waive local 

government regulations to facilitate rebuilding, and additional 

local resources available for rebuilding efforts. 

 

 Monitor the distribution of federal disaster relief funds related 

to housing and infrastructure, including community development 

block grant (CDBG) funds, to ensure the timely dissemination of 

monies by state entities to local governments for reconstruction 

efforts. Develop recommendations for any statutory changes 

necessary to improve the efficiency of disaster recovery efforts, 

maximize housing and infrastructure funds, and ensure cooperation 

between private and government partners. 

 

 Review and recommend options to expedite debris removal, 

including cutting unnecessary regulation and streamlining the 

process. 

 

 Identify and report on existing disaster training opportunities 

available for local officials and make recommendations for 

training programs that equip them to efficiently interact with 

state and federal agencies during times of disaster. 

 

Interim Legislative Charge 

 

 Special Purpose Districts Bond Reform: Study the state agency 
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review of tax exempt bonds issued by special purpose districts 

and public improvement districts used to finance water and sewer 

infrastructure in new residential and commercial developments. 

Examine the disparities that exist between the feasibility review 

of water and sewer bonds backed by property- based assessments 

and those backed by ad valorem taxes, and make recommendations 

that ensure the continued stability of the Texas tax- exempt bond 

market by requiring all districts to undergo appropriate reviews 

prior to issuance. 

 

 

Public testimony will be limited to 2 minutes per person.  For those 

wishing to provide written testimony, please submit 20 copies to the 

Committee with your name on each copy. 

 
 

 

** See Committee Coordinator for previous versions of the schedule ** 
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March 27, 2018 


Chairman Lucio and Members of the Committee: 

I serve as the General Counsel of the County Judges and 
Commissioners Association ofTexas. Thank you for the opportunity to present 
information on the response by Texas counties to Hurricane Harvey. Several 
of our county judges testified at the IGR hearing on November 1, 2017, and I 
will provide an update and summary of the issues and recommendations 
identified by our commissioners court members since that hearing. 

Hurricane Harvey was truly an unprecedented event. The rapidly 
intensifying storm inflicted severe windstorm damage to the mid-coast area and 
then unleashed record rainfall and flooding on the upper coast. Harvey 
presented the maximum challenge to our emergency management system. 
Fortunately, emergency management training and preparation has greatly 
improved in recent years. This increased training and preparation undoubtedly 
saved many lives during the storm event. We also witnessed an amazing 
outpouring of courage and dedication from both first responders and 
volunteers. 

In the aftermath of the storm, the Texas coast was left with record 
damage to private property and public infrastructure. Credit is certainly due to 
the local, state and federal agencies and private volunteer organizations for their 
recovery efforts. Throughout the area, conditions are improving and lives and 
businesses are being re-built. However, in some areas, the recovery resources 
have been woefully inadequate, and the lack of state and federal assets has 
seriously impacted and delayed the recovery effort. Before another storm 
event, we need to consider and implement significant improvements in our 
recovery plans and procedures. Also, immediate access to resources after the 
storm is essential. 

After securing the safety of our residents, counties immediately begin 
to address the removal of debris from the damaged area. This work is essential 
to the restoration of utilities, access by emergency vehicles, and recovery of 
public services and private businesses. A storm of the magnitude of Hurricane 
Harvey produces an enormous amount of debris; everything from demolished 
buildings, trees, vehicles, and personal items must be collected and properly 
disposed. Although county equipment and personnel are utilized, additional 
resources are required. In the wake of Hurricane Harvey, the burden of this 
task fell upon local governments. Counties often lack sufficient local reserves 
to adequately respond to this immediate need. These expenditures can leave a 
county in financial peril. Any reimbursement is often months, or years, away. 
For example, San Patricio County expended $4.5 million for debris removal 



following this storm. At this date, the county has received $65,000 in reimbursement. 
Fortunately, this county had the foresight and reserves to meet this demand, but many other 
counties were financially unable to assume this burden. FEMA provides only partial 
reimbursement and that assistance is often delayed. The state should maintain a fund to provide 
immediate support to local entities for debris removal and other needs. 

Local governments are dependent upon private contractors for the majority of debris 
removal. Delays in this task hamper recovery by utilities, schools, businesses, and housing. 
While larger entities may obtain pre-event contracts for these services, smaller jurisdictions 
cannot. Debris removal in smaller counties was delayed while proposed contracts were 
reviewed by FEMA. Also, some private contractors will engage in predatory practices, 
increasing prices, and abandoning contract commitments for larger contracts. A state agency 
should pre-qualify debris removal contractors for local governments, including bonding 
requirements to avoid defaults and price-gouging. The debris removal assets should be pooled 
and coordinated at the state level to insure their proper allocation and to prevent over-promising 
by contractors. 

When large-scale damage is sustained, housing recovery becomes a critical step in 
limiting the long-term economic impact of the storm. When workers and their families cannot 
return to housing in the local area, this displacement will continue to damage the local economy. 
The recent study of delayed housing recovery following Hurricane Ike in Galveston has 
confirmed this effect. There is little point in repairing or replacing a local business if the 
employees and customers cannot return to live and work in the area. Emergency housing during 
an event is essential, but people need to be able to return to their homes and occupations as soon 
as possible. Unfortunately, this is an area where definite improvement is needed. Several month 
after the storm, the pace of housing recovery remains very slow. Displaced persons continue in 
temporary housing very far from their homes. Distribution of trailers remains agonizingly 
mired in bureaucratic delays. Some units have been distributed and then immediately 
withdrawn. Identification of housing needs should be an immediate priority after a storm. 
Distribution of trailers should be a matter of days, not months. Housing for low and moderate 
income workers, such as apartments and multi-family units, should be prioritized for damage 
appraisal and grants or loans. 

Hurricane Harvey has provided an opportunity for examining our post-event plans and 
procedures and applying some of the improvements previously achieved in pre-event plans and 
procedures. While Governor Abbott has fashioned an ad hoc response with the designation of 
Chancellor Sharp to supervise this recovery, we need to fully prepare our state agencies and 
local governments for the next event. A single state agency should be responsible for training 
local officials and providing immediate response specialists to assist local officials in 
coordinating with state and FEMA officials following a disaster. That state agency should 
provide a hot-line for immediate consultation with local officials and provide clear instructions 
on the proper documentation to qualify and implement recovery efforts and expenditures. 
Private participation in disaster recovery projects should qualify for state tax credits against the 
margins tax and severance tax. A sufficient state fund should support local disaster recovery 
when the federal participation threshold is not reached in that county. 

In summary, there has been significant improvements in our pre-event planning. First 
responders and volunteers responded heroically during the Hurricane Harvey disaster. The 
post-event recovery efforts can be significantly improved. We appreciate the interest and 
support of the Senate Committee on Intergovernmental Relations in this work. 
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Written Testimony of Lone Star Legal Aid 

Lone Star Legal Aid is a non-profit law firm whose mission is to protect and advance the civil 
legal rights of the millions of Texans living in poverty by providing free advocacy, legal 
representation and community education that ensures equal access to justice. 

Lone Star Legal Aid serves 72 counties in Texas and four in Arkansas, an area that covers one­
third of the state Texas, including almost 60,000 square miles from Texarkana to the Louisiana­
Texas Gulf Coast state-line and down to Matagorda Bay, and four counties in southwest 
Arkansas, which covers an additional 2,500 square miles. In addition to its Houston 
headquarters, LSLA has 12 offices throughout east, southeast, and northeast Texas. Recent 
Census data for the LSLA service area reveals that there are almost 2 million people living at 
125% of federal poverty guidelines and are therefore eligible for its services. 

Hurricane Harvey is estimated to have dumped 27 trillion gallons of water on Texas and 
Louisiana over just six days in August 2017.1 Other deadly storms like Hurricane Katrina and 
Hurricane Irene had a maximum of 17 inches2

, with Superstorm Sandy getting approximately 7 
inches, paling in comparison to Harvey's 51 inches. Tens of thousands of Texans, renters and 
homeowners alike, were forced to evacuate their homes, leaving their life's possessions behind. 

Immediately after Hurricane Harvey hit, LSLA initiated its standard disaster response: preparing 
documents, flyers, and intake sheets to deliver information and advice to disaster survivors, 
staffed shelters and FEMA Disaster Recovery Centers (DRC), and hosted pop-up clinics to reach 
the large number of disaster survivors in neighborhoods and areas not easily accessible to a 
DRC. 

Through flyers, presentations, and intake screenings, LSLA identified multiple issues that Texans 
who are struggling to make ends meet face after a natural disaster. Disaster-related legal issues 
involve areas such as contract and contractor problems, landlord/tenant disputes, 
environmental and public health issues, and FEMA appeals. 

Hurricane Harvey devoured countless homes in LSLA's service area leaving thousands homeless 
and struggling for substandard housing. As many as 200,000 homes were damaged by the 
storm, with about 12,000 of those completely destroyed, leaving the affected areas in an 
exacerbated housing crisis . 24 members of its staff in Houston and Beaumont had their own 
homes flooded . Renters are facing a multitude of issues that include 5-day notices to vacate, 
failure to return security deposits, and self-help evictions. 

According to an update published by the National Low-Income Housing Coalition on December 
4, 2017, there are still as many as 44,551 pending FEMA applications. 89% of FEMA claims are 
in LSLA's service area. LSLA provides advice about how to apply for benefits and how to appeal 

1 
Griggs, 8 . (20 17). Harvey 's Devastating Impact by the Numbers. CNN, http ://www.cnn.com/20 17/08/27/us/harvey-impact-by-the-numbers­

tmd/index.html. 
2 Wi lingham, A. (20 16). 12 Years Ago Today, Katrina Hit. Here Is How It Compares to Harvey. CNN, 
http://www. cnn. com/20 17 /08/25/us/hurricane-harvey-compare-storms-tmd/index. html 
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a denial. FEMA has denied large numbers of claims on the grounds that the claimant is not the 
owner of the home. FEMA's rules require a registrant or disaster survivor to prove ownership 
by having their name on a list of specific documents. Many families in Texas live in inherited 
property that has not gone through a formal probate procedure, meaning their names are not 
referenced on the approved documents and they are being denied assistance. 

To date, LSLA attorneys have assisted in 2,041 Hurricane Harvey related legal matters and have 
another 718 still in process. In the immediate aftermath of a major disaster and for the years 
that follow, legal aid lawyers will continue play an important role in the delivery of disaster legal 
services to survivors who cannot afford a lawyer. 

Successes 
A woman named Katie came to us after her home was filled with 3 feet of water. Her father 
had just passed away, dealing with his loss and the loss of all of her belongings made her 
contractor meetings equally difficult. After she had paid thousands of dollars over the course of 
a few months, her contractor stopped work. Katie contacted us; we began communications 
and negotiations with contractor that resulting in the work being completed in her home. 

When James came to us, his PTSD was flaring up; he is a Navy Veteran who completed tours in 

the Middle East and in Somalia. His trailer did not flood, but suffered water damage in several 

rooms from the ceiling. James wanted to remain in the home while his landlord fixed it up, but 

he did not agree and gave James 5 days to move. We filed a temporary restraining order giving 

him more time to move and connected him with other veterans' services to assist him in the 

transition . 

Residents of a Port Arthur neighborhood that was not flooded contacted LSLA after a debris 
management site (DMS) moved into some empty land across the street. LSLA wrote letters and 
met with officials from the city and the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality demanding 
that existing EPA rules, like how DMS locations should be located away from residential areas, 
be followed and testing be conducted. Shortly after our letters, the DMS closed - allowing the 
residents to breathe again. 

Pamela in Beaumont, TX had lived in her father's home after his death for over 20 years. In all 
of those years, the home had never flooded. When she applied for FEMA benefits, she was 
denied because all records still indicated her father as the legal owner of the home. LSLA 
drafted the necessary documents for Pamela and filed it with property records. With those 
documents now on record, Pamela could appeal her FEMA decision. Upon their receipt of her 
proof of ownership, Pamela was awarded $14,000 to repair her home. The role of legal aid is 
essential as claimants are not likely to secure the benefits they are entitled to without an 
attorney. 
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PREPs in Northeast Houston: Resident 
Experiences and Recommendations

Ben Hirsch
West Street Recovery



Mr. Howard



Ms. Luvenia



Ms. Anita



Ms. Maria



Recommendations
1) Before PREPs work begins there 
must be a clear communication of final 
inspection criteria and scope of work.

2) Before work begins, the protocol for 
reporting low quality work, poor client 
service and unfulfilled scopes of work 
needs to be explained to the program 
participant. 



Recommendations
3) All houses should be fully mucked 
before repairs begin.

4) All PREPs houses should undergo a 
complete mold remediation process. 

 5) All homes must be fully dried, with 
wood framing testing at below 17% 
moisture content. 

 



Recommendations
6) PREPS work must not obscure more 
serious problems.

7) Simple repairs that protect PREPS work 
and increase the safety of the home must be 
required by the General Land Office.
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