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Re: Oppose HR 592, the Federal Disaster Assistance Nonprofit Fairness Act of 2013
Dear Representative:
Americans United writes to express our strong opposition to HR 592, the Federal Disaster Assistance Nonprofit
Fairness Act of 2013, which will be debated on the House floor tomorrow, Wednesday, February 13. The sole
purpose of the bill is to authorize the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to issue direct grants to
fund the rebuilding of houses of worship. We oppose this bill because such funding would violate the
Constitution and represent a significant shift in longstanding federal policy. Indeed, the George W. Bush
Administration followed the policies of the Reagan, George H.W. Bush, and Clinton Administrations when it
disallowed FEMA grants for the rebuilding of “houses of worship” after Hurricane Katrina. 1
As someone who was born and raised at the Jersey shore and whose parents are still making repairs to their
home and cleaning up after the storm, I certainly appreciate the needs the community faces. But, I also
recognize that the Constitution places certain limits on the government’s ability to fund houses of worship. The
Tilton/Nyquist 2 line of Supreme Court cases firmly establish that it is constitutionally impermissible for the
government to provide aid for the construction and repair of houses of worship. In accordance with these cases,
“the State may not erect buildings in which religious activities are to take place” and “it may not maintain such
buildings or renovate them when they fall into disrepair.” 3
The rule set down by the Supreme Court in these cases remains controlling law as neither they, nor the principal
behind them, have ever been overruled in any subsequent Supreme Court decision. 4 To the contrary, in its
more recent cases examining the constitutionality of government aid to religious institutions, the Supreme Court
has maintained that direct money grants create “special Establishment Clause dangers.” 5 Congress too just
recently recognized the applicability of this precedent when it limited green construction funding in the
Recovery Act to buildings in which secular activities take place.
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Furthermore, proponents’ claims that Tilton and Nyquist are inapplicable and that Congress should instead look
to free speech forum and in-kind aid cases must be rejected. The Supreme Court has squarely held that free
speech forum cases are inapposite to federal aid cases 6 and that money grants are distinct from in-kind funds. 7
It is also important to note that houses of worship, like most non-profit organizations and businesses, are
eligible for government loans—just not direct grants—to rebuild. In addition, houses of worship are not the
only nonprofits that are ineligible for direct grants for reconstruction. To the contrary, only nonprofits with
facilities that are used for emergency, essential, and government-like activities are eligible. 8 And, eligible
facilities, such as community centers, must also be open to the general public. 9 To say that houses of worship
are singled out among all other non-profits, therefore, is untrue. It is similarly inaccurate to claim that FEMA
grants should be extended to houses of worship because the grants are akin to “general government services,”
such as police or fire. FEMA grants—unlike general government services —are not available to every business,
nonprofit, private residence, or other building.
Although it may not seem easy in times of tragedy to tell those seeking aid that they are ineligible for
government grants, the bar on the government rebuilding of houses of worship is an important limitation that
exists to protect religious freedom for all. It upholds the fundamental principle that no taxpayer should be
forced to fund a religion with whom he or she disagrees and that the government should never support building
(“establishing” religion in its most basic form) religious sanctuaries. And, it protects against the government
favoring, or creating the perception of favoritism for, certain religions over others.
Houses of worship are special in our country and our constitution. They are both the place where worship takes
place, and, adorned with religious symbols and iconography, are themselves expressions of
worship. Accordingly, they are accorded special protections—exemptions, accommodations, and tax
deductions. Restrictions on government funding of religion is also a special protection—they protect the
conscience of the individual taxpayer, safeguard the autonomy of the religious institution, and ensure an equal
playing field for all religions by prohibiting the government from playing favorites.
For the reasons listed above, we urge you to oppose HR 592.
Sincerely,

Maggie Garrett
Legislative Director
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