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Summary: Less than half of NYC's spring 2020 COVID deaths are connected to a FEMA funeral 
assistance application - and a little over a third of those deaths received/were approved for the 
aid. That's a pretty big red flag for an event used to "sell" Americans and the world on a 
pandemic declaration and spreading deadly coronavirus. 

 

Various Twitter conversations last year inspired me to think about how data from the FEMA 
COVID-19 Funeral Assistance program might help corroborate the New York City’s spring 2020 
death spike. 

The program was created in March 2021 to provide financial assistance up to $9,000 for 
qualified expenses incurred in the burial or cremation of someone whose death happened in the 
U.S. and involved COVID-19. As of January 1, 2024, the program had disbursed $3.15 billion in 
federal aid.1 

Because applicants must submit a death certificate, I felt the number of applications and 
disbursements could be a “back-door” way to corroborate the death toll.2 I wondered: What 
percentage of all deaths, excess deaths, and COVID deaths during the mass casualty event are 
associated with an application and disbursement, respectively? Are the totals higher or lower 
than expected? Do they substantiate the death toll?  

I was less concerned about what those death certificates say about what New Yorkers died from 
than I was about how many were reviewed and accepted as “proof” that the person actually died 
on a given date and in a specific place, irrespective of cause (e.g., John Smith died on April 2, 
2020, at Elmhurst Hospital in Queens, New York City). 

To find out, I asked FEMA for two sets of time-series data: 

• dates of death among New York City residents for whom the COVID-19 funeral 
assistance has been disbursed,  

• dates of death among New York City residents for whom the COVID-19 funeral 
assistance was applied for - regardless of whether the assistance was approved and 
disbursed. 

I expected the number of deaths associated with applications and disbursements to be at least 
50%-60% of the city’s COVID death toll.  



Unfortunately, the data I received from FEMA don’t reach this threshold and are yet 
another sign that the city’s 2020 all-cause curve is falsely presented, if not fraudulent. 

The New York City Spring 2020 “Disaster” 

FEMA is a disaster-response agency. Therefore, in this analysis I refer to the New York City 
mass casualty event of spring 2020 as a disaster. 

New York City reported 38,155 resident deaths for the disaster period (March 15 - May 30, 
2020).3 As shown in Figure 1, this was a 27,015-death increase from the same weeks in 
2019.4 Over half of all deaths and three-fourths of the increase in deaths list COVID-19 as 
underlying or contributing cause (n=20,526).5 

Figure 1 

 

A death certificate with COVID-19 on it was the basic requirement for proof that COVID was a 
cause of death when the FEMA program was initiated. Therefore, the 20,526 “COVID deaths” 
can be considered the minimum number of disaster deaths eligible for federal funeral assistance. 

FEMA amended the requirements slightly in June 2021 such that, for deaths occurring between 
January 20 and May 16, 2020 only, applicants can submit a statement or letter from a certifying 
official, medical examiner, or coroner linking the death to COVID-19.6 

Since nearly 20% of all COVID-19 deaths in the U.S. during that timeframe were in New York 
City, and over 90% of the city’s 2020 COVID deaths happened in the spring, the amendment 
was tailor-made for anyone who paid funeral expenses for a New Yorker that died during the 
death spike. 



The change also helps establish a maximum number of disaster deaths eligible for the funeral 
assistance at ~27,000, should anyone want to say the 6,489 excess deaths that don’t list COVID-
19 as a cause were all “missed” COVID deaths. 

FEMA Funeral Assistance Data for 2020 

In the March 15-May 30 disaster period, there were 9,520 deaths associated with an application 
for FEMA funeral assistance (“applicant deaths”) and 7,466 deaths connected to someone 
receiving funds (“recipient deaths”), which implies a 78% approval rate.7 Figure 2 shows these 
numbers alongside the all-cause and disaster totals. 

Figure 2 

 

Notably, the number of recipient deaths is closer to the number of non-COVID excess deaths in 
the timeframe (n=6,489 of 27,015) than to the number of deaths for which COVID-19 is listed as 
a cause (n=20,586). 

Although the 2,074 rejected-applicant deaths probably includes many genuine death certificates, 
only the 7,446 deaths associated with receipt of funds can be inferred as verified by FEMA. 

Table 1 shows applicant deaths and recipient deaths as ratios of all deaths, disaster deaths and 
COVID-19 deaths. None reaches the 50% threshold I expected. 

 

 

 

 



Table 1 

 

A monthly view of data for the full 2020 calendar year is shown in Table 2. The monthly ratio of 
recipient deaths to COVID-19 deaths did not exceed 50%.  

There were 28 recipient deaths in January and February, all of which occurred on or after Jan 20, 
2020, the earliest date a death can qualify for program funds. None of those deaths appear in the 
CDC WONDER database, which suggests those applicants obtained signed statements from a 
medical examiner, coroner, etc., as permitted by the expanded cause of death criteria.    

Table 2 

 

March and April raw-number differences between applicant & recipient deaths and both all 
cause & disaster deaths are substantial. 



At the federal level, two events are important to note: The executive branch announcing “15 
Days to Slow the Spread” on March 16 and the legislative branch passing the CARE$ Act on 
March 25, 2020 (which activated numerous incentives for hospitals, among other things). 

On the local level, April is when NYC Department of Health announced ~3,700 probable 
COVID deaths were being added to the running total (which grew to 4,516 by June 1, 2020).8 It 
was also when the NYC Medical Examiner suddenly processed 11,000 deaths in three days at 
the end of the month, roughly 10,000 of those deaths from hospitals. 

A weekly view of March 22 –May 2, 2020 (Table 3) is even more striking. Less than 30% of all 
deaths each week are associated with an application for funeral aid. Applicant and recipient 
death totals are closer to the number of non-COVID deaths than the number of deaths with 
COVID-19 listed as a cause, which is unexpected if new cause of death created the disaster 
necessitated the funeral aid. 

Table 3 (Supplemental Graph) 

 

Why Didn’t More People Apply? 

My primary interest in obtaining the FEMA data was in the number of recipient deaths as a 
proxy for proof of deaths regardless of cause. 

However, the number of New Yorker deaths associated with an application for FEMA funeral 
assistance is lower than I expected and raise an obvious question that is related to the issue of 
proving the event occurred: Why weren’t there more applicants for this kind of disaster aid in 
biggest death-event disaster in New York City history? 

The low ratios could be attributable to or one more or the following explanations: 

1. The program was activated a year after the spring death wave. Perhaps people were not 
aware of the program, had misplaced/lost track of receipts and other documents required 
for submission, or simply didn’t want the hassle and had moved on? Or they 

2. Expenses covered by insurance and other kinds of policies are ineligible for 
reimbursement, so deaths of New Yorkers with such sufficient coverage to would not 
have applied for or received funds (unless they committed fraud). 



3. Considering the general demographic profile of decedents, many potential applicants 
could’ve been limited or deterred by English not being their first language. Some could 
have lacked the resources to apply readily or easily.  

4. The ancestral profile for New York City 2020 excess deaths suggests that some 
decedents’ expenses could have been paid for by relatives or friends living outside of the 
U.S.9 If funerary expenses were paid for by a relative in Mexico via wire transfer, for 
example, that person would not have been eligible to apply for reimbursement of 
expenses incurred. 

5. Some qualified applicants may not have wanted government money due to their political 
ideology or religious/personal convictions. 

While these and many other factors doubtless influenced the number of applicants and recipients, 
I can’t ignore the flipside: 

1. The push to activate FEMA funeral assistance for COVID deaths came as the event was 
still occurring. Like much of the political show in those weeks, it was framed “Trump 
versus Big Blue State Leaders.”10 Unsurprisingly, it was New York Senators Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (AOC) and Chuck Schumer who led the political charge for the federal 
government to provide funeral assistance. When the program was activated, AOC, 
Schumer, and numerous officials at state and local levels were motivated to trumpet the 
legislative victory and promote the program to constituents. For that reason alone, it’s 
hard to believe most qualified applicants weren’t aware of the program. 

2. The New York City spring 2020 disaster was unexpected, psychologically taxing, and 
well-publicized by national media and on social media. In theory, the applicant/recipient 
rates should be highest for New York City residents than anyplace else. 
Does any American – let alone any New Yorker – not know the country’s most populous 
city claims to have been hit harder than anyplace else by a spreading deadly coronavirus? 
(Probably not.) 

3. The socioeconomic profile of New York City, distribution of excess deaths by zip code, 
and common sense says most decedents were not wealthy.11 Income level 
notwithstanding, it’s hard to imagine next of-kin for 10,000 city-dwellers ignoring (up to) 
$9,000 in free money. Even if a decedent’s estate took care of expenses, it behooves the 
beneficiaries of the estate to apply for reimbursement if they are otherwise qualified.  

4. Roughly 18,000 of the 27,000 disaster deaths were over age 70; the rest were under age 
69. Therefore, explanations for the low applicant & recipient ratios which might be true 
of elderly decedents are insufficient. 

5. It’s hard to argue that cause-of-death criteria were too restrictive when doctors and 
medical examiner staff in NYC should be more (not less) likely to provide 
statements/letters allowing people to apply for the assistance under the June 2021 revised 
guidelines.12 

6. The program is still in effect and the deadline has been extended multiple times, so 
potential applicants missing the application window isn’t an excuse for the low ratios. 

7. Decedents for whom no next-of-kin was identified, or whose next-of-kin opted for a 
(free) city burial, would not be in the applicant or recipient data. There were 1,496 deaths 
between March 15 - May 30, 2020 of New Yorkers who are buried on Hart Island - and 
another 100+ burials provided by Hebrew Free Burial. Obviously, the burials of those 



~1,600 people would not have been eligible for the funeral assistance, but (notably) 
comprise a small proportion of the all-cause, increase, and COVID-19 tolls. 

8. Data for 2021 and 2022 show higher proportions of applicants & recipients than in 2020 
(see Table 4). While the 2021 figures could be attributed to the program taking effect and 
receiving much news coverage in 2021, it’s still hard to explain why so few deaths during 
the main disaster event are associated with applications and disbursements. 

Table 4 

 

NYC Spring 2020 “Verified” Death Toll: Not Enough Dead People 

I requested the FEMA Funeral data in order to get a bottom-line number of NYC resident deaths 
that occurred during spring 2020 and were associated with a federal employee seeing and/or 
verifying a death certificate. 

Applicant deaths plus Hart Island/Hebrew Free Burial deaths, plus the 2019 baseline number 
equals what I consider to be a “verified” death toll. 

7,446 deaths that received FEMA funeral assistance + ~1,600 city/free burials exempt from 
FEMA assistance + 11,140 “normal” deaths (weeks 12-22, 2019)  

= 20,186 deaths, which is 53% of the all-cause death total and 75% of the disaster 
(“excess”) toll 

If I’m generous and assume nearly all of the 9,520 applicant deaths submitted genuine death 
certificates, the formula is 

9,520 deaths associated with application for FEMA funeral assistance + ~1,600 city/free burials 
exempt from FEMA assistance + 11,140 “normal” deaths (weeks 12-22, 2019)  

= 22,260 deaths, or 58% of the all-cause death total and 82% of the disaster (“excess”) toll 

More generous still would be assuming all non-COVID disaster deaths are substantiated by 
legitimate death records. 



9,520 deaths associated with application for FEMA funeral assistance + ~1,600 city/free burials 
exempt from FEMA assistance + 11,140 “normal” deaths (weeks 12-22, 2019) + 6,489 non-
COVID disaster deaths  

= 28,749, which is 75% of the all-cause total and 106% of the disaster total 

All three methods come up short and make the probable deaths fiasco and medical examiner’s 
processing event look even more suspicious than they already do. 

A visual illustrates my attempt to show the proportion of “verifiable” deaths by graphing daily 
Hart Island deaths with & without applicant and recipient deaths, relative to the daily number of 
NYC resident deaths occurring in New York City.13 

 

In summary, information and data from the FEMA COVID-19 Funeral Assistance program 
aren’t “enough” to substantiate the New York City spring 2020 disaster. 

I don’t see enough dead people and continue to suspect the official all-cause death curve is 
fraudulent. 
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