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AMERICA’S FIRST RESPONDERS AND THE FEDERAL BUDGET: 
A STUDY OF RHETORIC VERSUS REALITY 

 

The First Response Coalition (FRC), a non-profit organization formed to educate the public about the 
need for increased funding for first responders, undertook a review of public statements by national 
officials about first responders and federal budget allocations for first responder funding programs.  The 
goal was to investigate the disparities between the promising rhetoric and disappointing reality of 
funding for first responders.  This paper highlights the promises made to first responders following 
September 11th and calls on policymakers to fulfill these expectations.  If American communities are to 
be truly safe, then the first responders who protect them must be given all the resources they require. 
 
Following the terrorist attacks of September 11th, the United States government and people 
from all sectors of society praised the dedication and sacrifice of the nation’s first responders.  
Police, fire, and emergency medical service (EMS) professionals had always been afforded 
respect, but following the tragedies in New York, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania, these 
heroes received recognition that was truly earned.   
 
With these accolades came a promise of increased funding, better equipment, and expanded 
training to better prepare first responders for potential future disasters and improve America’s 
first line of defense.  Policymakers from both parties stated emphatically that first responders 
would get whatever they needed, that no cost was too great.  First responder funding consists 
of many different programs that provide resources for activities such as hiring new personnel, 
purchasing new equipment, developing training programs, and updating communications 
networks to achieve interoperability. 
 
A 2003 study of emergency preparedness released by a taskforce of the Council on Foreign 
Relations revealed a startling need for additional first responder funding.    The report stated 
that federal funding for first responders would fall $98.4 billion short of actual needs in the 
period between 2004 and 20081.  It cited the following obstacles: 
 

 On average, fire departments across the country have only enough radios to equip half 
the firefighters on a shift, and breathing apparatuses for only one third. 

 Police departments in cities across the country do not have the protective gear to safely 
secure a site following an attack with weapons of mass destruction 

 Most cities do not have the necessary equipment to determine what kind of hazardous 
materials emergency responders may be facing.2 

 
Due to factors outlined below, the budget shortfall for first responders is growing even larger 
than the Council on Foreign Relations’ estimate.  That estimate was based upon budget figures 
for first responder funding from 2004 and assumed a constant level of funding over five years.  
The 2006 budget for the Department of Homeland Security’s Office of Domestic Preparedness 
proposes significant funding cuts, approximately $600 million less than the 2004 budget passed 
by Congress.  By incorporating the 2006 proposed budget cuts into the Council on Foreign 
Relations’ estimate and assuming the funding remains at 2006 levels over the next three years, 
the First Response Coalition estimates that first responders will be underfunded by 
$100.2 billion by 2008.  This estimate is based only on budget figures for the Department of 

                                            
1 See Appendix A for an explanation of the Council on Foreign Relations methodology that arrived at the $98.4 billion figure. 
2 Emergency Responders: Drastically Underfunded, Dangerously Unprepared, Report of an Independent Task Force Sponsored by 
the Council on Foreign Relations, 2003 



 

 2

AMERICA’S FIRST RESPONDERS AND THE FEDERAL BUDGET: 
A STUDY OF RHETORIC VERSUS REALITY 

 

Homeland Security and does not take into account any cuts to first responder funds that reside 
in other federal departments. 
 
Congressional and Administration promises, from Democrats and Republicans alike, for full 
funding for first responder needs such as additional personnel, new equipment, and 
interoperable radio systems, appear to be rhetoric with insufficient subsequent action.  The 
complicated federal budget process and a surprising lack of commitment by elected officials have 
resulted in this less-than-adequate funding and a continuation of obstacles that hinder first 
responders.  In FRC’s review of current federal funding for first responders, an overall trend of 
declining federal support was found.  
 
The bureaucratic grant distribution process is an additional hurdle for first responders. Federal 
funds that have been allocated are often strangled in a bureaucratic process that prevents the 
resources from reaching first responders on the front lines. Federal grants are distributed to the 
states, which then must send the funds to localities.  A June 2004 report from the Homeland 
Security Advisory Council Task Force on State and Local Homeland Security Funds found that 
several barriers were slowing this process.  These included state procurement procedures, lack 
of adequate personnel at state and local levels to administer the grants, regulations requiring the 
funds be used as reimbursements to cities, and a lack of integration in the fund distribution 
mechanisms.3 
 
 
RHETORIC 
 
There has been no shortage of public pronouncements commending first responders for their 
service and emphatically stating that they would receive the resources they need to be prepared 
for any emergency.  The high-profile of first responders after September 11th led to numerous 
speeches on the national stage that promised police, fire, and EMS personnel all the funding they 
would need to adapt to the new threats. 
 
“While the price of freedom and security is high, it is never too high. Whatever it costs to defend our 
country, we will pay.” President Bush said in the January 2002 State of the Union.4  He continued, 
“We'll increase funding to help states and communities train and equip our heroic police and 
firefighters.”5  
 
Immediately following the State of the Union, the White House released “The President’s Plan 
to Strengthen Our Homeland Security,” which called for,  

“$3.5 billion, a 1,000-percent increase -- for the nation’s ‘first responders.’ These are 
the police officers, firefighters and medical personnel who risk their lives every day 
defending our homeland -- and who gave their lives on 9/11. The funding will help pay 

                                            
3 Homeland Security Advisory Council, “A Report from the Task Force on State and Local Homeland Security Funding,” June 2004. 
4 President George W. Bush, State of the Union Address, January 29, 2002. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html  
5 President George W. Bush, State of the Union Address, January 29, 2002. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html  
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for new equipment, training and overtime costs, based on what states, cities and 
counties agree they need in order to implement their anti-terrorism plan.” 6 

Democrats in Congress immediately joined the effort to support first responders.  “The 
president is going to get the resources he requests for national defense and for homeland security,” said 
Senator Kent Conrad, then chairman of the Senate Budget Committee, said in February 2002.7 
 
Tom Ridge, then Director of the Homeland Security Office, said in a speech to the National 
Governors Association on February 26, 2002: 
 

“The first-responder money -- there is an initiative here that practically raises the level of federal 
support by nearly 1,000 percent to first-responders.  I mean, this is really a break with historical 
precedent.  Rarely has the federal government been engaged -- certainly at this level; never at 
this level -- the dealing with the emergency medical personnel, with police, and with fire.  But 
under the circumstances of September 11th and recognizing a national need for equipment 
and training and planning and exercises, the President includes $3.5 billion in this budget.”8 

 
In the intervening years, the calls continued for providing first responders with adequate 
resources.  Both Congress and the President proposed funding streams in the annual budget 
process.   
 
In September 2003, President Bush said,  

 
“In responding to most incidents, local officials, such as firefighters, will be the first on the scene. 
America's first responders need to be well-equipped and they need to be well-trained.  The 
federal government has a responsibility to help, and we're meeting that responsibility. We've 
committed nearly $8 billion over the past two years to better equip and train our state and 
local first responders and hospitals and laboratories. I proposed more than $5 billion more for 
the coming fiscal year. We're spending this money wisely, I want you to know. We're targeting 
resources where they're needed, where they'll do the most good.”9 

 
Democrats issued similar calls for increased first responder funding during this period.  House 
Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) said, “The clear and present danger facing our country is the 
fear of terrorism, and homeland security should be receiving many more resources for our first 
responders--our police, our fire, our health-care providers--who can prevent or can react to an act of 
terrorism.”10  Senator Edward Kennedy (D-MA) called on the federal government to cooperate 
better with cities, stating, “It's time for the federal government to become a real partner for cities and 
provide adequate security to help protect America's families.  If we're going to pay out the $9 billion to 
foreign countries, we ought to have a similar commitment to cities and towns."11 
 
During the 2004 presidential campaign, the issue of funding for first responders was prominent.  
President Bush and Senator John Kerry, the Democratic nominee, offered support for first 

                                            
6 http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/02/20020204-2.html  
7 Michael Kilian, “Budget Nearly Doubles Spending to Shield Homeland,” Chicago Tribune, February 5, 2002. 
8 Secretary of Homeland Security Tom Ridge, “Homeland Security Director Speaks at the National Governor's Associations Winter 
Meeting in Washington,” February 26, 2002. http://www.dhs.gov/dhspublic/display?content=180  
9 President George W. Bush, “President Bush Discusses Homeland Security at the FBI Academy, September 10, 2003. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/09/20030910-6.html   
10 Nancy Pelosi, Interview with Tavis Smiley, National Public Radio, April 15, 2003.  
11 Jay Lindsay, “Kennedy, Mayors Urge Congress to Approve Homeland Security Funds,” Associated Press, April 4, 2003. 
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responders in their stump speeches.  Kerry, speaking to firefighters at an event in October 
2003, said, “I pledge to you first and foremost, those of you serving this country on the front lines at 
home will get the same equipment, the right resources to do your jobs. Fire fighters deserve the same 
consideration as the military does when they fight to keep us safe.”12 
 
As recently as January 2005, Secretary of Homeland Security Ridge again stressed funding during 
a speech before the U.S. Conference of Mayors, saying “Money has been a constant point of 
contention and of refrain and understandably so.  There is no disagreement that we need additional 
dollars to our state and local communities.”13 
 
In a March 3, 2005 speech introducing the new Secretary of Homeland Security, Michael 
Chertoff, President Bush praised the efforts of the department in equipping first responders.  He 
remarked, 
 

“This department has also taken action to strengthen the hand of our partners in state and 
local law enforcement.  Local police and other authorities are those most likely to encounter 
terrorists.  And we’re giving them the tools and information they need to do their jobs. . .We’ve 
provided more than $14 billion over the last four years to train and equip state and local first 
responders across America. . .and all of you in this department, and the members of the 
Congress can be proud of the accomplishments and the progress we have made.”14 

 
As we approach the fourth anniversary of September 11th, the issue of funding for first 
responders remains highly popular.  It is important politically to praise first responders.  This 
likely will not change for some time.  But what benefits have first responders received from this 
increased attention?  Have the funding promises been fulfilled? 
 
 
REALITY 
 
The glowing rhetoric has not been accompanied by financial support for first responders at 
promised levels.  As several years have passed since September 11th, the federal budgets for first 
responder grant programs have been reduced.   These results do not match the urgency 
contained in many of the continued public remarks on the topic.  In addition, much of the 
funding has been waylaid by complicated formulas that direct funds to states, which then have to 
dole them out to individual communities.   
 
The following examples showcase how federal money, promised to local communities by 
policymakers in public speeches, has been cut during the budget process.  This research is by no 
means a comprehensive review of the first responder portion of the federal budget, but does 
highlight troubling financial shortfalls. 
 
The Council on Foreign Relations estimated that America will fall approximately $98.4 billion 
dollars short of meeting critical emergency responder needs over the next five years if current 

                                            
12 http://www.firefightersforkerry.com/campaign/event_7.php  
13 Secretary of Homeland Security Tom Ridge, Remarks to the U.S. Conference of Mayors, January 19, 2005.  
http://www.dhs.gov/dhspublic?theme=44&content=4998  
14 President George W. Bush, Remarks by the President at the Swearing-In Ceremony of Homeland Security Secretary Michael 
Chertoff, March 3, 2005. http://www.dhs.gov/dhspublic/display?theme=44&content=4382  
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funding levels are maintained.15  In one example, the problem of communications 
interoperability, the shortcomings are obvious. The United States is projected to spend a total 
of $6.8 billion on interoperability over a five year period beginning in FY 04. Yet the Public 
Safety Wireless Network estimated that $18 billion would be necessary to replace the national 
infrastructure of public safety radio systems in order to solve this problem.16 
 
As stated previously, if the spending levels for the Office of Domestic Preparedness remain at 
the reduced 2006 levels, overall first responders needs will be underfunded by approximately 
$100.2 billion by 2008.  As Figure 2 demonstrates, the President’s 2006 budget proposal of $2.6 
billion is $600 million less than the $3.2 billion appropriation that was passed by Congress for 
2004.  If funding for the Office of Domestic Preparedness remains at $2.6 billion for the period 
between 2006 and 2008, first responders will face an additional $1.8 billion shortfall, resulting in 
the FRC’s update of the Council on Foreign Relations’ estimate to $100.2 billion. 
 

 
FIGURE 1 
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  ** FY 2006 figures are based on the President’s proposed budget. 

 

                                            
15 Emergency Responders: Drastically Underfunded, Dangerously Unprepared, Report of an Independent Task Force Sponsored by 
the Council on Foreign Relations, 2003 
16 "Land Mobile Radio Replacement Cost Study," PSWN 1998. http://www.safecomprogram.gov/admin/librarydocs/csdc_rpt.pdf 
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An example of a specific first responder program to face budget cuts was the COPS grant, 
which provides funds for localities to hire new police officers.  Figure 2 below shows that the 
COPS program received its greatest funding level in the 2001 budget, before Homeland Security 
became a national priority.  After September 11th, the program’s funding was cut from $1.032 
billion in 2001 to $496 million in 2002.  After an increase in 2003, the program has witnessed a 
steady decline in annual funding, culminating in the President’s proposed 2006 budget where the 
program is zeroed out. 

 
 

FIGURE 2 
COMMUNITY ORIENTED POLICING SERVICES (COPS) PROGRAM 
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** FY 2006 figures are based on the President’s proposed budget. 

 
Some first responder programs have received additional appropriations following September 
11th, but those dollars have now also been targeted for reductions.  For example, the Grants to 
Firefighters program, which supports the hiring of fire personnel, specialized training for 
terrorist attacks, and equipment upgrades, rose from $100 million in 2001 to $750 million in 
2004.  Figure 3 illustrates the funding history for this program between fiscal years 2001 and 
2006. However, in the proposed budgets for 2006, the Administration cut the program to $500 
million.  The same figure was also proposed in 2005, but Congress restored funding for the 
program at $715 million, more than the Administration requested, but still a cut from previous 
years.17  While this program has not been subject to the dramatic cuts seen in other areas, it 
serves as evidence that policymakers are removing funding from first responder programs even 
though many agree the needs of public safety departments have not been met. 
 

                                            
17 Senator Chuck Schumer Press Release, “New Schumer Analysis: This Week’s Federal Budget Proposal Stiffs Upstate NY Fire 
Departments by $21 Million,” February 9, 2005.  
http://schumer.senate.gov/schumerwebsite/pressroom/press_releases/2005/PR4119.firegrant.html  
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FIGURE 3 
ASSISTANCE TO FIREFIGHTERS GRANT PROGRAM  
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* The FY 2002 VA-HUD-Independent Agencies appropriation contained $150 million for the Assistance to Firefighters 
Program.  A 2002 supplemental appropriations contained an additional $210 million, bringing the program’s total to $360 
million.  However, President Bush refused to spend $5.1 billion from the supplemental appropriation which was 
designated “emergency contingent funding.”  $150 million for the Assistance to Firefighters Program was contained in this 
$5.1 billion. 

 
** FY 2006 figures are based on the President’s proposed budget. 

 
Beyond these specific examples, there have been numerous instances where first responder 
funding proposals did not match the promises that had been offered by policymakers.  In one of 
the first opportunities to provide new resources to first responders, Congress failed to insert 
the appropriations for the First Responder Initiative in the Homeland Security Act of 2002.  This 
was the legislation that created the Department of Homeland Security.  The First Responder 
Initiative would have provided $3.5 billion for emergency management planning, training, and 
equipment for local emergency personnel.18 
 
The federal budget proposed by President in Bush in 2003 included $3.5 billion in funding for 
local communities.  The budget labeled this request “Mission One.”19  Following the release of 
the proposed budget, Homeland Security Secretary Ridge said, “We have begun to lay the 
foundation from which we can mobilize the nation in the mission to protect the homeland.”20 
 
However, only $1.2 billion of this was “new” money.  Two-thirds of the funding was diverted 
from existing law enforcement programs.  $1.1 billion came from the Community Oriented 
Policing Services (COPS) program, $400 million from local law enforcement block grants, and 
$595 million from the Byrne block grant program which funds innovative crime and drug fighting 
procedures.21   
 
During budget debates in 2003, Democratic congressional leaders attempted to attach an 
amendment that would add $1 billion for homeland defense, which would be paid for by 
reducing a portion of recently enacted tax cuts.  The tax break in question applied to two 
hundred thousand people, each of whom had incomes in the millions.  The amendment sought 
to reduce their tax break from $88,000 to $83,000.  The amendment was rejected.22 
                                            
18 Deborah Rigsby, “Homeland Security Act Does Not Include First Responders,” Nation’s Cities Weekly, November 18, 2002. 
19 Jonathan Weisman, “Bush Goals Not Met in 2003 Budget,” The Washington Post, February 16, 2003. 
20 John Lupkin, “Bush Proposes $41.3 Billion for all Government Homeland Security Activities,” Associated Press, February 4, 2003. 
21 Penny Brown Roberts, “War on Terror May Cut Police Funding,” The Advocate (Baton Rouge, Louisiana), March 24, 2003. 
22 “Will They Listen to Rudman This Time? We’re Not Prepared to Cope With a Terrorist Attack,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 
editorial, July 7, 2003. 
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In May 2004, the White House produced a memo that instructed federal agencies to prepare for 
budget cuts after the election.  The memo indicated that the Department of Homeland Security 
would see approximately $1 billion in cuts in the 2006 budget.23 
 
The president’s proposed budget for 2005, which called for a 10 percent increase in overall 
Homeland Security funding, was criticized for cutting almost $2 billion in first responder funds.24  
Homeland Security Secretary Ridge called the new budget a reformulation intended to send 
grants to areas that were the likeliest targets.25  In the budget passed by Congress for FY 2005, 
funding for the State Homeland Security Grant program dropped from $1.7 billion to $1.1 
billion.  Congress also cut funding for law enforcement terrorism grants by $100 million.26 
According to a report from INPUT, a leading provider of government market intelligence, the 
budget proposed for fiscal year 2005 marked the first decrease in first responder funding since 
September 11th.  An INPUT analyst remarked, “Many believe that appropriate investment already 
has been made for adequate first responder preparedness, but the reality is that much of the funding 
has yet to make it to the front lines.”27 
 
The proposed budget for FY2006 reduced funding for first responders further, prompting 
concerns from Congress.  Senator Susan Collins, chairwoman of the Senate Homeland Security 
Committee, sent the Senate Budget Committee a letter cosigned by fourteen other Senators 
that urged the restoration of funds.  “The administration’s budget request for fiscal year 2006 would 
provide the combined State Homeland Security Grant program and the Law Enforcement Terrorism 
Prevention Program with only $1.02 billion, almost one third less than last year.”28 
 
The evidence indicates that first responders have not been funded at promised levels in the 
years since September 11th.  The lack of resources puts communities and the first responders 
who protect them in danger.  Instead of solving problems like communications interoperability, 
the lack of resources is creating new hardships for police, fire, and EMS departments. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The alarming decline in first responder funding from the federal government and the FRC’s new 
estimate that first responders will be underfunded by $100.2 billion by 2008 raise enormous 
concerns about America’s security.  The First Response Coalition believes now is the time for 
dedicated action to help first responders meet the challenges of today and tomorrow.   
 
The funding commitment in the public pronouncements must be real.  It is unethical for 
policymakers to promise needed funds to first responders and then fail to deliver.  This puts 
communities and first responders that protect them in danger.  As Congress embarks on the 
2006 budget process, first responders must receive increases in appropriations, not the 
                                            
23 Adam Entous, “Bush Officials Warn of Budget Cuts Next Year,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, May 28, 2004. 
24 Frank James and Cam Simpson, “Security Gets High Priority,” Chicago Tribune, February 3, 2004. 
25 Philip Shenon, “The President’s Budget Proposal: Domestic Security; Plan Seeks Big Rise in Antiterror Spending,” The New York 
Times, February 3, 2004. 
26 Alice Lipowicz, “First Responders Disappointed by Cuts to Fiscal 2005 Grant Programs,” Congressional Quarterly Today, 
October 14, 2004. 
27 “INPUT Reports First Responder Funding to Face Possible Dip; Front Lines Could Decrease While Overall State & Local 
Homeland Security Spending Increases,” Business Wire, September 29, 2004. 
28 Heather Forsgren Weaver, “Senators Criticize Funding Cuts for First Responders,” RCR Wireless News, March 9, 2005.  
http://www.rcrnews.com/printwindow.cms?newsID=21743&pagetype=news  
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reductions contained in the budget documents.  The money should flow directly to the 
communities.  It is the responsibility of both political parties to live up to their promises.  
 
The First Response Coalition is calling on Congress to honor its promise to provide the 
necessary support for First Responders. 
 

1. Our federal elected officials must Fix the Radios by committing to a fully interoperable 
nationwide public safety communication system by 2010. Currently the federal 
government will spend $6.8 billion on interoperability from 2004-2009. Congress should 
double its funding and provide loans guarantees for low income and rural communities 
to upgrade their equipment  

 
2. Congress must free up more spectrum for public safety. The DTV transition will only 

provide an additional 24 mHz, when it is very likely that more will be needed as we 
beyond voice into data/video. 

 
3. Congress should encourage the development of regional interoperability solutions 

similar to the successful program developed in Virginia.  Centrally coordinated and 
designed systems that actively involve first responders on the ground are the most 
successful, and can reduce the cost and improve efficiencies as communications are 
upgraded.  

 
It is dishonest for Congress and the President to pledge increases in funding for first responder 
while just shuffling funds from one program to another.  In this time of budget deficits, the FRC 
understands the need for financial sacrifice.  However, the sacrifice should not be shrouded in 
speeches that claim first responders are being funded at record levels.  It is far worse for first 
responders to expect to receive needed funds and then discover the money is not coming than 
to be informed that it is just not possible to fund a certain program in a given year.  At least 
with honesty about budget shortfalls, first responders are not waiting on resources that will 
never arrive and they can plan accordingly. 
 
Federal leaders must make sufficient funds available to first responder needs in hiring new 
officers, achieving communications interoperability, and purchasing new equipment.  The FRC 
will vigorously pursue all opportunities to ensure first responders receive the resources they 
require to continue protecting our communities at the outstanding level of service all Americans  
have come to expect.
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APPENDIX A 
 
The Council on Foreign Relations report detailed the funding shortfalls for first responders in 
the following categories: 
 

 Fire Services $36.8 billion – This includes training for chemical/biological incidents, 
additional equipment, fire and hazardous materials services; 

 Urban Search and Rescue $15.2 billion – This includes training for structural 
collapses and enhancing FEMA’s search and rescue teams; 

 Public Health $6.7 billion – This includes funding for the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC), epidemiologist services, and upgrading state and local public health 
departments; 

 Emergency 911 Systems $10.4 billion – This includes technological advancements 
for a national emergency telephone number; 

 Interoperable Communications $6.8 billion – This includes funding for 
new/upgrading communications systems for first responders and public alert systems; 

 Emergency Operations Centers $3.3 billion – This includes improvements to 
existing operations centers and adding mobile command posts; 

 Animal/Agricultural Emergency Response $2.1 billion – This includes developing 
state and regional teams to respond to this animal or agricultural incidents; 

 Emergency Medical Services Systems $1.4 billion – This includes improvements 
to local EMS infrastructure, workforce development, training, and establishment of 
trauma systems; 

 Emergency Planning and Coordination $1 billion – This includes enhancing 
emergency coordination at the state and local level; and 

 Emergency Response Regional Exercises $0.3 billion – This includes funding for 
training and preparation. 

 
These needs total $113.6 billion.  The Council on Foreign Relations estimated that the 
Department of Homeland Security’s Office of Domestic Preparedness would provide grants 
totaling $15.2 billion over five years that would address a variety of these purposes.  Thus, the 
Council arrived at the final shortfall of $98.4 billion. 
 
See “Emergency Responders: Drastically Underfunded, Dangerously Unprepared,” Report of an Independent Task Force 
Sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations, 2003 
 
 
 


