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Cities often struggle to recover from storm damages
– both in the short- and long-term. The faster a city
can recover and re-open, the lower the economic and
social damages will be to the community. Usually, once
a storm hits, cities and towns are challenged to obtain
the resources they need to restore critical functions. This
frequently requires enlisting contractors, who are in short
supply, thus delaying recovery time.
We examined the City of Alexandria, Louisiana, as a test
case for how pre-contracting for tree debris assessment
and clean up can speed up the response and recovery
process, thereby reducing both economic and safety
impacts.
The City of Alexandria (pop. ~47,000, 2019) is located
approximately 130 miles north of the Gulf of Mexico.
Hurricane Laura, a Category 4 storm, swept west of the
city on Thursday August 27th 2020, with sustained winds
of 100 miles per hour. The hurricane would ultimately
result in over $3,611,000 in related cleanup costs for
the city, of which 85% was reimbursed by the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).

The efficiency of the cleanup and the high percentage
reimbursement by FEMA were due in large part to
lessons learned and applied by city staff from a prior
storm, Hurricane Gustav. Gustav was another Category 4
storm, but it weakened to a tropical storm when it passed
near Alexandria in 2008. The city’s landscape architect,
Darren Green, was involved in Gustav’s cleanup. In
response to feedback from FEMA and lessons learned
in finding and contracting with private debris haulers in
the immediate aftermath of Gustav, he determined that
advanced readiness contracts should be developed to
acquire private debris hauling and monitoring services
prior to a storm event. By having the advanced readiness
contracts in place, Mr. Green and the City of Alexandria
were able to effectively and strategically remove debris
and reduce hazardous trees and limbs far more quickly
and efficiently after Hurricane Laura.
This case study was developed through interviews with
Mr. Green and other storm debris cleanup managers
concerning lessons learned and processes implemented,
in order to provide a template for other communities that
want to better prepare for, and respond to, storms.
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1. Lessons Learned from Hurricane Gustav
Hurricane Gustav was initially a Category 4 storm that
weakened to a tropical storm as it passed by Alexandria
in 2008. At that time, the City did not have any preevent contracts with debris haulers or monitors. As
a result, after Gustav, it was very difficult to find or
secure qualified debris contractors. Many were already
committed (e.g. pre-contracted) or deployed to other
storm-impacted localities. This left Alexandria scrambling
in the first weeks of the storm’s aftermath to find debris
haulers. All of the qualified debris cleanup providers
would either not return the city’s calls or, once they
learned how long it would take to pull a contract
together with the city, were no longer interested.
To further add to the city’s worries, those contractors the
city was able to procure were not qualified in a debris
cleanup response but were road construction contractors
who happened to have the right equipment, but not the
necessary training or experience. For example, during
Gustav’s debris removal, these contractors did not have
an arborist on staff, nor did they monitor their own
cleanup efforts.

The extent and severity of damages from Gustav did
not allow city staff to monitor debris cleanup operations
in-house, nor did staff have the proper training and
expertise to do it. As a comparison, after Hurricane
Laura, the city had 50 trucks rapidly available to haul
away debris. Each truck requires one monitor or, if
needed, one monitor can track about three trucks.
Additionally, monitors are needed at the debris staging
site. Another monitor is also needed for processing the
truck’s debris load.
During Laura’s cleanup, the city’s best option was
to reduce the amount of debris by grinding it down
into chips and recycling it, but that also needed
to be monitored. Furthermore, when material was
taken for disposal, that had to be monitored as well.
So, cumulatively, for a cleanup operation on the
scale of Laura, 20-30 people are needed to conduct
appropriate monitoring.

All stages of the cleanup
process need to be
monitored in order to
be fully reimbursed by
FEMA including the
reducing of debris into
mulch before disposal.

Proper debris monitoring is a critical element for FEMA
reimbursement. According to audits done by the Office
of the Inspector General (OIG), without proper debris
monitoring, debris clean ups are susceptible to fraud and
overcharges by disreputable contractors.
In this case, Alexandria was lucky to be forgiven by
FEMA for not having the appropriate monitoring data
and documentation for cleanup after Gustav. However,
once warned, city staff understood that insufficient data,

monitoring and documentation would not be tolerated
for future FEMA reimbursements. City staff acted to
remedy these deficiencies and craft pre-contracts that
would meet not only FEMA requirements but establish
specifications for debris contractors to employ licensed
or certified arborists who can coordinate with the
municipality during hazard-tree mitigation. These precontracts were a result of lessons learned from Hurricane
Gustav that were later applied to Hurricane Laura’s
cleanup effort.

2. Timeline of Alexandria’s Response to Hurricane Laura
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Several days leading up to
Hurricane Laura’s landfall,
contractors reach out to the
City of Alexandria notifying
them that they are on standby.

Hurricane Laura passes near the
City of Alexandria in the morning.

The City of Alexandria begins
to clear roads and deal with
extremely hazardous trees in the
rights-of-way (ROWs). The city’s
arborist reviews the first pass
of tree removals. The Contract
Debris Operations Project Manager
arrives in Alexandria and begins
scoping the level of work and
severity of the storm that evening.

Equipment and trucks begin
arriving in the city and operational
staging sites are established.

Trucks begin debris clearing
and hauling from the ROWs.
Debris removal on the first
pass continues for two weeks,
until September 15th. Two
more vegetative debris removal
passes of every street occur
over the next several months.

The first arborists arrive and begin
hazardous limb assessments and
hanger (hanging limb) removals.
Estimates are provided by
contractors before removals begin.
Work continues until September
28th and arborists make two
passes of every street to look for
other hangers (hanging limbs).

The city cuts off contractors from
FEMA reimbursement eligibility
for debris removals. The city hires
new green waste contractors to
continue to pick-up eligible debris
to account for delays by residents in
getting materials out to the ROWs.

Pre-meeting with FEMA
staff to review cleanup and
reimbursement expenses.

As of the writing of this report,
the city is still waiting for final
reimbursement from FEMA for
the cleanup of Hurricane Laura.
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3. Lessons Learned from Hurricane Laura
Considerations Moving Forward for
Cities Developing Pre-Contracts
The City of Alexandria determined it could have done
a better job in the first 72-hour push to clear the ROWs.
Although, in the past, the city’s street department
had experienced staff who could clear trees safely, the
department lacks such staff today. Current grounds crew
staff are young and less experienced and were not able
to perform that cleanup work after Hurricane Laura.
The usual arbor care contractors the city hired were
busy working on private property. For future contracts,
city staff plan to pay a premium rate for arbor care
contractors during the first 72-hour window.
Usually, the city itself took care of disposing of
Construction and Demolition (C&D) mixed debris;
however, they amended the contract to allow the
contractor to pick up mixed debris during the first pass.
This quickly allowed more room to be created in the
ROWs for the public to set out their own vegetation
debris for pick up.

(not just on the ROWs). For instance, the zoo had a huge
amount of tree damage, which required an entirely
different logistical operation than ROW debris hauling.
It entailed moving debris without the use of heavy
machinery or loud noises. Since costs would’ve been
too high to remove debris by hand, the city moved
debris to an accessible staging site that could be reached
by heavy machinery. In future contracts, separate
scopes-of-work will be needed to support zoo and park
cleanups to address their unique site conditions. This also
requires coordination of cleanup efforts across different
departments and lands.

Alley cleanup posed another challenge for the city and
its contractors since large trucks used for debris removal
could not drive down them. The city had to amend its
contract to allow the use of small equipment to get alley
debris to the road for pickup.
Drainage canals and ditches managed by the city were
another difficulty. Special equipment was needed to pull
debris from the water before the contractors could haul
it away. Since contractors lacked such equipment, the
city had to either remove wet material itself or use local
contract arborists.**

4. Why Advance Readiness Contracts Are Important
Clearing the rights-of-way (ROW) during the first
72-hours after the storm is critical. Make sure the precontract specifies what types of debris the contractor is
eligible to haul and depending on your municipality’s
capacity, create a clause that allows contractors to haul
mixed debris in the first few days to help clear ROWs.

During the cleanup of Laura, the city also determined
that it should include a ‘future Contractor Clause’ for the
pickup of debris on other public lands and facilities

The financial impacts to a city that loses FEMA
reimbursements are significant. This potential
consequence provided a major incentive for
Alexandria to develop its pre-contracts and secure
qualified and experienced haulers and monitors in
advance of future storms.
Since Gustav, Alexandria has established advance
readiness contracts with private haulers and monitors.
These contracts cover a period of one year of services,
with an additional two years of optional renewal at no

cost to the city if cleanup services are not required in the
first year. This advance contracting assures the city that,
in the event of a major disaster, professional and qualified
debris haulers, arborists and monitors are on standby to
deploy in the immediate aftermath of a major storm. This
allows for a speedy cleanup with no delays in securing
contractors, but most importantly allows the city time
to review the qualifications of contractors, specifically
ensuring professional arborists are contracted.
In Alexandria’s case, a city arborist developed the precontract and included specific criteria for hazardous
tree removal. This gave the contracted arborists
mitigating hazardous trees and hangers the criteria
to make judgment calls on storm damaged trees,
which resulted in fewer urban trees being removed
post-storm. These specifications can be crafted more
carefully during a pre-contracting process, rather than
during or just after a storm when c ity operations are
busy with emergency response.
The efficient cleanup response in the aftermath of
Hurricane Laura in 2020 demonstrates the importance of
pre-storm contracting for any community with exposure to
major disasters.

Make sure to specify other publicly managed lands such as parks, cemeteries, zoos, alleyways or canals
in the pre-contract and the special considerations and limitations of those sites.
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Specifying criteria for hazard tree removal in the pre-contract
document reduces uncertainty for the contractor’s arborists
when making decisions in the field.

**An important note with regards to FEMA regulations for eligible debris from
waterways is that FEMA will only reimburse debris removal from locality-managed
waterways. If the waterway falls under another agency’s purview, such as the
Army Corp of Engineers or the state, FEMA will not reimburse those expenses.
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5. Benefits of Developing a Pre-Event Contract
Contracting and procurement
can take long time.
The normal contract development process typically takes
several months. In Alexandria, the process to advertise,
review and award a contract normally takes a minimum
of two months. In some special cases, such as under an
emergency declaration by the governor, it can take as
little as a few weeks, but even so, this delayed response
time is time not spent cleaning up the aftermath of
a major storm. For example, during Gustav, it took
weeks for Alexandria to find any debris haulers to do
the work. Compare that response time to the response
after Hurricane Laura when, two days after the storm,
contractors were bringing in equipment and, on the third
morning, they had their first progress debriefing.

Advanced coordination of resources
Contractors pro-actively monitored the storm’s pathway
and sent email alerts to the city. As Laura grew closer to
reaching the city, more specific communications were
sent to city staff letting them know the contractors were
standing by and ready to deploy.

Better qualified contractors
Besides the efficiency in response time for starting
debris cleanup, a pre-contract allows for specific
qualifications and experiences to be required for debris
hauling and cleanup operations. Having qualified
contractors ensures proper protocols are followed,
thereby increasing the likelihood a city will be fully
reimbursed by FEMA for its cost-share. It can also lead
to fewer unnecessary tree removals.

Better criteria and specifications
within the contract
Alexandria developed detailed criteria in its contract with
regard to hazardous trees, leaners (leaning trees) and
hangers. These criteria provided guidance to contracted
arborists on which trees to remove and which to save. In
situations where it was unclear, the arborists consulted
with the city arborist for a final decision. These criteria
maximize canopy retention post-event and minimize
residual risk both short- and long-term from standing
trees that survived.

Overall better emergency management
operation

The contractor alerted Alexandria staff it was on standby and
closely monitoring the path of Laura.
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Established pre-contracts allow staff
to focus on the coordination and
management of the cleanup response,
rather than securing contractors in the
aftermath of a storm.

The pre-contracting process helps a community plan
ahead for the response phase, such as planning for
adequate debris staging sites, obtaining required state
environmental permits, methods for debris disposal, and
public information sharing and messaging. Contracting
qualified professionals frees up city staff time to manage
other response priorities, such as coordinating with
utilities, dealing with public complaints or directing
cleanup efforts.

Highly recommended by FEMA
FEMA strongly recommends advanced contracting because it
allows for specifications for cleanup processes and for qualified
contractors to be engaged. Qualified contractors are more likely
to be compliant with FEMA reimbursement policies. This ensures
that a community will be reimbursed for eligible cleanup costs
and not liable for noncompliant expenses caused by improper or
insufficient documentation or procedures.

Advance contracting is highly
cost-effective
Since most post-storm debris cleanups can run to millions of
dollars spent, advanced contracts can reduce a city’s financial risk
and exposure by increasing the likelihood and percentage for
reimbursement.

FEMA incentivizes faster cleanup efforts
FEMA will provide reimbursement at a rate 5-10% higher than
usual if a city has its debris picked up within 30-60 days of the
storm. FEMA will also pro-rate the amount of cleanup in that
timeframe for a big storm/disaster event, which may take a longer
time to cleanup overall.
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6. The Five Biggest Takeaways

1. Make sure to include monitoring

services as its own separate RFP and precontract. Third-party monitors are essential
for tracking the cleanup and disposal
effort. City staff are not typically trained for
monitoring, nor can they usually afford to
divert staff to labor-intensive monitoring
activities. Monitoring companies are
trained in the FEMA protocols and qualified
to submit the necessary paperwork. In
the opinion of several debris cleanup
coordinators, having a good monitor is
more important than the debris cleanup
contractor. A bad monitor can harm the
ability to get reimbursed.

2. Do not wait to issue the RFP until

during or after a storm. Create an RFP
well before any storms, during a period of
non-emergency. The time savings and the
greater likelihood of getting reimbursed
through having advance contracts in place
will ensure a more efficient cleanup process.

3. In order to maximize retention of

right-of-way trees and minimize residual
risk post-event, create specifications
for contractors to employ licensed or
certified arborists that coordinate with
the appropriate municipal or community

Having advance contracts in place will ensure a more efficient cleanup process.
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representative. This can result in fewer
unnecessary tree removals and better tree
mitigation.

4. Build a professional relationship with

the selected contractors. Many contractors
will initiate communication with client
cities a week before a storm hits and
are constantly tracking projected storm
paths. This advanced tracking ensures
that equipment staging and site readiness
are well in hand. This is especially true for
smaller cities which may not be as wellresourced as larger communities.

5. The FEMA reimbursement process

can take a very long time (up to several
years); however, with pre-contracts in place,
especially for monitoring, FEMA typically
reimbursed 95% or more of the costs, and
over a significantly shorter time.

Monitoring services pre-contract are essential for tracking the cleanup and disposal effort.
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