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Introduction

In many ways, the emergency management system in the United States is a model for other nations around the world.  This country has had a great deal of experience with disasters, and it has been – in many instances – both innovative and successful in emergency management.  In spite of its many advances in this burgeoning profession, the U.S. suffers from many problems that are both unique and similar to those that affect other countries.  In addition, the U.S. has witnessed numerous setbacks and disappointing mistakes from which others may learn.  For these reasons, it is beneficial to examine in detail the American emergency management system.


The following paper explores the hazards and vulnerability in the United States.  It also reviews the history of disasters in the U.S. and the development of emergency management policy in this country.  After describing the emergency management system, the paper then explores the future disaster challenges and opportunities.  In so doing, the paper illustrates that there are many things that remain to be done to improve emergency management in this country.
Hazards Affecting the United States


The United States is one of the most hazard prone nations in the world.  The diversity of natural hazards it faces is due, in large part, to the awesome size of this country.  The U.S. covers a huge portion of North America (3,717,813 sq. mi.).  The continental U.S. is located between Canada to the north and Mexico to the south, and it includes territory stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean.  However, the United States also incorporates Alaska, Hawaii, and territories such as Puerto Rico and Guam.  Therefore, the United States is one of the most geographically diverse countries in the world.

For instance, the climate in the United States runs from temperate to tropical.  The weather system in the continental U.S. consists of an influx of warm, moist air from the south that collides with cold, dry air from the North.  The jet stream pushes the fluctuating weather patterns from west to east, although tropical storms from the Atlantic proceed in the opposite direction toward the Caribbean.  Consequently, America is affected by many meteorological hazards ranging from severe winter weather to monsoonal precipitation.

The terrain of the U.S. is equally unique.  It comprises isolated islands, low-lying coastal regions and rolling/flat plains.  There are also mountainous regions that have been formed by the active geomorphology.  Earthquakes, avalanches and rock slides are common in these areas.  Each particular region in the United States is affected by its associated hazards.  As an example, the northeastern portions of the country are affected by severe winter weather.  The southeast is frequently impacted by hurricanes and tropical storms.  The Midwest experiences tornadoes (mostly in the spring time) while fires are common in the west in the late summer and early fall seasons.  There are also earthquakes along the west coast as well as active volcanoes in the northwest portion of the country.


Earthquakes, like this one in Paso Robles, California, are just one of the hazards facing the United States (source: FEMA).


Although specific hazards are more common in some geographic boundaries more than others, the pattern is not always so simple.  Hurricanes and typhoons may affect all of the coastal states and U.S. territories in the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean.  Earthquakes are possible not only in California and Washington, but also in the inter-mountain region (e.g., Colorado, Utah and Wyoming) and the states surrounding the New Madrid Fault line.  Fires have also ravaged the forest areas in Florida.  In addition, there is always the possibility of heat waves, floods and droughts, which may occur almost in any locale around the United States.


If we include other types of hazards, the picture becomes even more distressing for the United States.  For instance, there have been numerous transportation accidents in the air, on land and at sea.  While the record of U.S. air carriers is laudable, it is not without blemish.  Planes have experience catastrophic mechanical failures, adverse weather conditions and pilot error that have resulted in deadly crashes.  U.S. highways have seen multi-car pile-ups due to driver inattention, icy or water-soaked roads, and fog or dust storms.  Trains also derail on a regular basis due to engineering mistakes or extreme temperatures that adversely affect tracks.  There have been numerous vessels that have sunk or run aground due to choppy seas or poor navigation on the part of captains.


All of the industrial processes related to manufacturing (e.g., extraction, storage, and disposal) may produce hazards of various kinds.  Mining accidents occur all too often and chemical fires or explosions are prevalent also.  Hazardous materials spills may take place anywhere due to distribution activities.  The production of energy has also resulted in significant hazards.  The U.S. has seen at least one major nuclear accident (Three Mile Island) that will long remind leaders and citizens about the possible dangers of such power plants.

Technology may also adversely affected American people in other ways.  Our civil engineering has produced structural failures such as the Teton dam break and the Hyatt Skywalk.  Our reliance on computers has also come with a heavy price at times.  Modern computer technology has generated potential and actual hazards, and these may increase in quantity and severity in the future.

One of the most disturbing types of hazards in the United States has been intentional acts of violence.  Mass shootings have taken deadly tolls at Columbine High School and Virginia Tech University.  Major terrorist attacks – by domestic and foreign nationals – have occurred in Oklahoma City, New York, and elsewhere around the United States.  In light of these and other hazards, it appears that there is no completely safe place to live, work or visit in the United States.
Vulnerability in America


It is somewhat challenging to know how to classify the degree of vulnerability in the United States.  Part of this may result from different interpretations of what this concept means or implies.  The level of vulnerability is also hard to judge at times because it may be distributed sporadically in social and geographic space.  Although the United States may not be regarded as vulnerable as some developing nations, this nation is still likely to experience major disasters and suffer grave consequences from them.


Many scholars regard vulnerability in the United States as a social product and view economic structure as the cause of disaster proneness (Enarson 2007).  In other words, poverty and politics are often the drivers of disaster vulnerability.  Statistics in the United States seem to provide ample evidence in support of this view.  It is typically the poor that are affected most by disasters due to their living or working in hazard-prone areas and their dilapidated housing conditions.  Those with meager incomes are not always able to prepare for disasters and they may not have resources for evacuation.  What is more, those with limited incomes may not have insurance, which hinders a quick recovery.

Closely related to this school of thought are special populations that are also vulnerable to disasters.  This includes minorities, women, and the elderly who may lack material resources to deal with hazardous events.  Vulnerable groups may include the disabled and children who may lack the physical or mental capacity to react to disasters.  Patients, prisoners and tourists are also considered to be highly vulnerable.  These people are dispersed throughout America, with differing concentrations across states.
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Hurricane Katrina illustrated increased vulnerability among certain populations (source: FEMA).


Culture is another cause of disasters in the United States (Mileti 1999).  People tend to disapprove of government regulations that could keep them safe.  Individuals and families often downplay risk or make decisions that make them prone to disasters.  Workers neglect safety policies in all types of corporations and businesses.  Families locate homes along the coast.  Home owners do not insure their property in spite of the threats posed by earthquakes.  Entire communities seem oblivious to the dangers of development in flood plains.  Others suggest that government actions or inaction may permit some to use this as an excuse to commits acts of violence.

The United States may also be vulnerable to disasters in a functional sense (McEntire 2007).  Insufficient or misguided mitigation and preparedness initiatives on the part of the government may produce vulnerability in this nation.  For instance, a common problem is the creation of emergency operations plans without the development of the capacity to implement them in any meaningful manner.  Poor policy formulation and lack of training also limit the ability of public officials to prevent disasters or react to them in an effective manner.

There are many other causes of vulnerability in the United States, and they range from an over-reliance on technology and the level of education to community cohesion and business preparedness.  However, while hazards in the United States are clearly visible, much less is known about the nature of vulnerability in this country.
The History of Disasters

In light of the plethora of hazards and the ongoing presence of vulnerability, there have been many disasters in the United States (see Rubin 2007 for a great summary).  Initially, the response to these events was informal.  That is to say, the government did not react in an official capacity.  It was citizens and churches that helped people recover from events like the Johnstown flood in 1889.  Public officials have come to take on a greater role over time, and many lessons have been gained from U.S. disasters.  The following list excludes frequent emergencies and smaller disasters (e.g., hazardous materials spills, tornadoes, and accidents involving vehicles, trains and planes).  It includes instead some of the most notable disasters in American history.
·  The Galveston Hurricane made landfall in Southeast Texas on September 8, 1900.  The storm was estimated to be a Category 4 on the Saphir-Simpson Scale.  The hurricane brought with it a storm surge of around 15 feet, and this resulted in the death of at least 5,000 people.  Unfortunately, some in the U.S. Weather Bureau downplayed the possibility of a direct strike in this part of Texas.  Apathy has been an all-too frequent problem for those working in emergency management in the United States.

· The San Francisco earthquake on the morning of April 18, 1906, was believed to have reached 7.8 on the Richter scale.  The earthquake damaged many homes and buildings, particularly in Santa Rosa, California.  However, the quake also damaged gas lines and toppled chimneys, which sparked many major fires throughout San Francisco.  Water lines were also broken, and this hindered the emergency response.  3,000 people died in the event, and 225,000 residents were left homeless.  Poor urban planning and construction practices were to blame for the devastating impacts.

· The Great Influenza Pandemic of 1918 may have started in Kansas, but it spread quickly throughout the United States and elsewhere around the world.  Many soldiers contracted the flu as they were located in confined spaces during World War I.  When all was said and done, the incident killed 25 people worldwide as well as about 500,000 to 700,000 in the United States.  This pandemic severely stretched the capabilities of the medical community.  The U.S. government struggled with policies regarding quarantines while citizens played an important role in treating the sick.  This flu outbreak illustrated the toll of pandemics and the need for quick and adequate medical intervention with appropriate medicines.

· The Mississippi Flood of 1927 was the result of significant precipitation in the drainage basin of the Mississippi River.  On and after April 16, major portions of the levee systems collapsed and numerous states were flooded as a result.  Hundreds of thousands of buildings were inundated and about 700,000 people were left homeless.  Relief activities after the event illustrated tense racial relations.  The disaster also indicated the weaknesses of flood control measures, even though levees and dams would become a central feature of U.S. policy over time.

· Drought and dust bowl conditions in the Midwest occurred during the 1930s.  The causes of this event are numerous and range from overgrazing to severe climate fluctuation.  Soil erosion and major dust storms resulted as did respiratory distress and economic depression.  This period in history challenged the notion of quick onset of disasters and illustrated the dangers of environmental mismanagement.  It also resulted in the expansion of federal disaster relief practices in the agricultural sector of the economy.

· The Texas City disaster was one of the first large scale industrial explosions to affect the United States directly (Americans responded to the Halifax disaster in Canada about 30 years earlier).  The event occurred when a freighter in the port of Texas City caught on fire.  Its cargo of over 2,000 tons of ammonium nitrate exploded and resulted in the ignition of other fires in the nearby area.  Nearly 600 people died in the disaster and over 3,500 people were injured.  Heroic efforts on the part of responders and citizens were witnessed in the aftermath of this event.  However, an investigation of the incident revealed repeated neglect of safety standards and lawsuits occurred afterwards as a result.  The importance of hazardous materials regulations was underscored in this disaster.

· The Alaska earthquake took place on March 27, 1964.  The 8.4 magnitude event killed over 100 people instantly and also produced tsunamis that affected parts of British Columbia, Oregon, and California.  Because this event had such widespread social and economic repercussions, the federal government became heavily involved in the recovery efforts.  This included the relocation of a destroyed city and the creation of the Federal Reconstruction and Development Planning Commission.  The event marked further expansion in government post-disaster operations.

· Hurricane Betsy passed over Florida and later hit Louisiana on September 9, 1965.  The storm was difficult to track and the hurricane was accompanied with serious consequences.  76 people died in the event and $1 billion in damages resulted.  Betsy flooded New Orleans, and reminded officials of the need to re-examine flood policy and improve housing services.  The aftermath illustrated that disasters have impacts that last beyond the short-term recovery period.  Hurricane Betsy was also partially responsible for the expansion of federal disaster programs in the 1970s.

· Love Canal was an environmental disaster that occurred in the 1970s as a result of a chemical company dumping hazardous waste in a community’s water canals.  Leaders from a neighborhood association began to investigate the high rates of cancer and birth defects in the area.  Hooker Chemical (affiliated with Occidental Petroleum) denied responsibility for their actions and liability could not be proven initially.  However, the case was later settled and President Carter helped to relocate the victims of this man-made disaster.

· The Three Mile Island incident started on March 28, 1979 and illustrated again the dangers of modern technology.  This nuclear power plant located in Pennsylvania experienced a release of reactor coolant.  This failure was not noticed initially and some radioactive krypton escaped.  Although there was no significant risk of injury, the U.S. Regulatory Commission gave mixed messages about what was taking place and trust in the government was eroded.  This event illustrated the importance of effective warning and evacuations.

· Mt. St. Helens erupted in Washington State on May 18, 1980.  The eruption occurred on one side of the volcano cone, and the lateral blast resulted in a major debris flow of lava, rocks, ash, water and sediment.  The disaster killed at least 57 people and destroyed numerous homes, roads and bridges.  A major debate ensued about the government’s designation of restriction zones and the difficulty of enforcing people’s safety.  This event taught that the government, logging corporations and citizens all play a role in creating or limiting vulnerability. 
· The Exxon Valdez oil spill took place on March 24, 1989.  The ship’s captain, a known alcoholic, left the helm and instructed others to navigate the ship through inbound lanes (due to the presence of ice bergs in the outbound lanes).  The ship ran aground at Bligh Reef, and this resulted in the spill of 10 million gallons of oil in Prince William Sound.  The response to this environmental disaster was inadequate and the oil killed thousands of animals.
· Hurricane Hugo hit North and South Carolina on September 22, 1989.  Rated at Category 4 status, this storm killed 35 people, destroyed bridges that linked islands to the Carolinas, and caused extensive environmental damage.  FEMA’s response to this disaster was slow and some politicians complained that the agency was led by “bureaucratic jackasses.”  This disaster highlighted again the need for effective post-disaster operations.

· The Loma Prieta earthquake occurred on October 17, 1989 immediately before a World Series game in San Francisco.  The quake registered 7.1 in magnitude, killed 63 people, and injured approximately 4,000 others.  The disaster resulted in a collapse of the Nimitz Freeway and produced major fires in the Marina district (where debris from the 1906 earthquake was deposited).  This disaster illustrated the importance of mitigation, the need for earthquake insurance, and the disparity of recovery activities across diverse groups of people.
· The Oakland Hills Fire was ignited on October 20, 1991.  The firestorm erupted when a small grass fire expanded the following day.  The dry, windy conditions along with the mountainous terrain allowed the fire to spread quickly.  Water shortages and narrow roads inhibited fire fighting strategies.  The blaze killed 35 people and destroyed 3,500 homes and hundreds of apartment units.  The response was characterized by interoperability problems among the various units that arrived from around the state to fight the fire.  This event was responsible for the development of California’s Standard Emergency Management System.  

· Hurricane Andrew hit the Miami-Dade area of Florida in August 1992.  This disaster agent included highly damaging winds (over 150 mph) that killed 65 people and devastated thousands and thousands of homes.  Hurricane Andrew illustrated how shoddy construction could exacerbate damages and underscored the weakness of hurricane insurance programs.  It also led to a major debris removal undertaking.  FEMA was slow to respond to this event, and one emergency manager asked “where the hell is the cavalry on this one?”  Since FEMA had just created the Federal Response Plan prior to this disaster, this disaster pointed out the importance of ensuring effective intergovernmental relations through organization and training.
· The World Trade Center Bombing took place on February 26, 1993.  A group of anti-Americans under the direction of Ramzi Yousef delivered a 1,500 lb. bomb by vehicle to the basement of one of the World Trade Center towers.  Their goal was to topple Tower I onto Tower II and thereby murder thousands of people inside these structures.  The terrorist attack failed to accomplish its goals (even though 6 people were killed in the event and injured over 1,000 others).  However, it revealed that emergency management should not ignore potential terrorist attacks.
· The Midwest floods of 1993 rank among the most widespread disasters in United States memory.  After weeks and even months of heavy snow and rainfall, rivers in the Midwest overflowed their banks and levees failed to contain the large volume of water.  At least 50 people died as a result, and damages to homes and crops totaled over $15 billion.  This flood episode indicated once again that the location of people and property in floodplains results in repetitive disaster losses.

· The Northridge earthquake occurred on January 17, 1994 in Southern California.  The event registered at 6.7 on the Richter scale and killed 57 people.  It produced severe damages to freeways, shopping malls and some apartment buildings.  The response to the quake was notable in that it was the first time new information technologies were used extensively after disasters.  Cell phones sped up communications and Geographic Information Systems helped to identify damaged areas needing federal assistance.
· The Oklahoma City bombing occurred on April 19, 1995.  Timothy McVeigh, with the assistance of Terry Nichols, delivered a bomb in a moving van to the entrance of the Murrah Federal Building.  Their goal was to seek revenge for the government’s handling of the Branch Davidian Compound in Waco, Texas a few years earlier.  The attack killed 168 people, injured hundreds of others, and promoted a major search and rescue operation.  This event would no longer allow the United States to assume that terrorists only emanated from foreign nations.
· The Chicago heat wave lasted from July 12 to July 16, 1995.  It included excessive heat (even during the night) along with high humidity.  At one point, the heat index at O'Hare airport was 119 F and at Midway Airport it peeked at 125 F.  It is estimated that more than 750 people died of heat stroke over this 5 day period.  Many of these elderly victims (often African Americans) lacked air conditioning and were afraid to open their windows due to crime in their neighborhoods.  This event helped emergency managers include heat as a significant hazard and recognize the social factors that shape vulnerability.
· The Red River Flood started in April and lasted until May 1997.  The flood resulted from abundant snowfall that melted quickly in the Spring.  The Red River crested at over 50 feet in some places and flooded the cities of Grand Forks, East Grand Forks, Fargo and Winnipeg (Canada).  This prompted a major evacuation and resulted in $3.5 billion in damages.  This disaster also illustrated that disasters do not respect national boundaries, and that coordination may be needed with other nations.
· The great ice storm of 1998 began on January 5 and last until January 10.  For more than 72 hours, several low pressure systems pounded the northeastern United States and Canada with freezing drizzle.  Maine, New Hampshire, New York, and Vermont acquired up to 5 inches of ice.  This accumulation brought down power lines over a widespread area.  Roughly 700,000 people lacked power in Maine alone.  This disaster resulted in the need for massive utility restoration projects.
· The Oklahoma tornado outbreak occurred from May 3 to May 6, 1999.  During this four-day period 66 tornadoes occurred in Oklahoma and Kansas, one of which was rated at an F-5.  These tornadoes killed 48 people and produced $1.8 billion in damages.  This tornado outbreak witnessed improved warning technologies and advanced lead times.  The tornadoes also showed the value of safe rooms to protect lives.
· Hurricane Floyd affected the southeastern portions of the United States in October 1999.  The Category 5 storm prompted one of the largest evacuations ever, and resulted in major traffic jams as people tried to flee out of harms way.  Floyd reminded public officials of the need to update flood maps and closely monitor development in hazard prone areas.  56 people died as a result of the Hurricane, and hundreds of thousands of pigs, turkeys and livestock perished from the flooding.  This resulted in a major challenge for those dealing with the carcasses.
· Y2K was an anticipated technological disaster that was expected to occur as the date transitioned from December 31, 1999 to January 1, 2000.  Experts warned that the date coding system in computers had to be updated or anything run by such technology could experience glitches, witness failures or even produce associated infrastructure disasters.  The government and corporations worked diligently to prepare for the event and no major problems materialized.  Nevertheless, Y2K demonstrated the potential disadvantages of modern computer systems.
· 9/11 is known as the coordinated terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11, 2001.  Teams of Middle Eastern terrorists boarded four planes and hijacked them shortly after take off.  Two were flown deliberately into the World Trade Center Towers in New York, and another was directed into the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia.  The final plane crashed in a field in Pennsylvania when passengers fought back against the terrorists.  These attacks killed all on board the planes as well as hundreds of others in the affected buildings.  In spite of the magnitude of these events, the response was fairly successful (including an unplanned and emergent boat evacuation of 500,000 citizens from Manhattan Island).   This was the worst terrorist attack on U.S. soil and prompted a major overhaul of emergency management in the direction of homeland security.
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9/11 was the most significant attack on the U.S. (source: FEMA)

· The Space Shuttle Columbia accident happened on February 1, 2003 as it was re-entering the earth’s atmosphere.  Shuttle tiles were damaged on liftoff and failed to protect the shuttle and its occupants as they were returning home.  Due to the high heat from re-entry, the space shuttle disintegrated and pieces of the shuttle were deposited in over 2,000 debris fields southeast of Dallas.  The recovery of such debris was challenging not only due to the amount of debris and territory which it covered, but also because of the highly classified and hazardous nature of such materials.
· The 2004 hurricane season will long be remembered as an unusual challenge for emergency managers in Florida.  Tropical storm Bonnie and Hurricanes Charley, Frances, Ivan, and Jeanne repeatedly pounded Florida from August 12 to September 25.  This series of storms stretched emergency management officials in that state and resulted in evacuation fatigue on the part of affected citizens.  This hurricane season provided evidence that supports the need for building excessive emergency management response capabilities.
· Hurricane Katrina hit Louisiana on August 29, 2005.  This storm was only classified at a Category 3 on the Saphir-Simpson scale, but it included significant rainfall and a major surge that inundated the City of New Orleans.  As a consequence, the levee system gave way and hundreds of homes and businesses were flooded.  Over 1,800 people died in the disaster which produced at least $80 billion in damages across several gulf coast states.  The lessons from this disaster are far too numerous to mention here, but the event showed: the importance of levee maintenance, the problems of neglecting emergency management in favor of homeland security, the need to help people evacuate, the value of federal-state communications, and the challenges of long-term sheltering.
· Hurricane Rita made landfall between Texas and Louisiana on September 24, 2005.  Because it occurred so soon after Hurricane Katrina, a much larger number of people attempted to get out of harms way.  This clogged freeways out of Houston and thousands of people were left stranded due to overcrowded roads and fuel shortages.  Several elderly people died as a result of the transportation stresses, and one bus caught on fire and killed many of the passengers on board.  Rita exposed again the challenges of mass evacuations.
· The Mississippi River Bridge collapse occurred on August 1, 2007.  The bridge, which was built in 1967, gave way during the evening rush hour.  The structure and a number of vehicles on it fell to the river and riverbanks below.  13 people died in the incident and another 145 were injured.  Flawed design, excessive weight and poor maintenance were responsible for the collapse.  This event reminded public officials about the problems of neglecting critical infrastructure.
· The San Diego fires took place on October 20, 2007.  Drought and strong Santa Ana winds in Southern California spread fires ignited by humans and downed power lines.  The series of fires killed 9 and injured 85 others.  1,500 homes were destroyed as the fires burned more than 500,000 acres.  The response to this event was successful in that around 500,000 were evacuated out of harms way.  The fires illustrated that emergency management can be successful when it receives the political support it requires.
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Fires in California often claim many homes (source: FEMA)

This list of disasters, while obviously incomplete, is indicative of the diversity of events confronting the United States and how they are changing over time.  It also provides numerous lessons that should be fully understood by emergency managers, public officials and American citizens alike.
Disaster Policy 

As disasters have occurred in the United States, policies relating to emergency management have also been developed.  The first piece of disaster legislation is traced back to 1803, when Congress decided to provide disaster assistance to the victims of the Portsmouth fire in New Hampshire.  Many of the subsequent laws also were enacted after major disasters and they described how much federal money and resources would be spent to help states and communities recover.  However, local fires (The Great Chicago Fire 1871) and floods (Johnstown Flood 1871) have had national impact on regulations (Butler 2007a).


Under President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the involvement of the federal government in disasters expanded dramatically (Butler 2007b).  Roosevelt’s New Deal created the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, which provided loans to rebuild public facilities after disasters.  In 1937, the Disaster Loan Corporation was established and this became the forerunner of the Small Business Administration today.  Such legislation seemed to legitimize an increased role for the government after disasters.

In 1950, two important laws further shaped emergency management in the United States (Bea 2007).  The Federal Disaster Relief Act resulted in the federal government’s ability to provide assistance on an ongoing basis (rather than Congress passing a law after each individual disaster).  The law also put the President in charge of authorizing disaster assistance and it mandated the need for disaster planning.  During this same period, President Truman also passed the Civil Defense Act.  This law created the Federal Civil Defense Administration to deal with possible attacks from foreign enemies on U.S. soil.  It also noted the need for preparedness activities and allowed for assistance to rebuild communities affected by possible bombings.

Over the next several years, the government would witness poor coordination of disaster assistance programs because they were broadly dispersed across many federal departments (Sylves 2007).  The Disaster Relief Act of 1974 described the conditions under which the President could request assistance for emergencies and disasters.  And, in 1979, President Jimmy Carter created the Federal Emergency Management Agency by executive order.  This recommendation integrated disparate organizations into FEMA to streamline the disaster assistance process.  It was during this period that the federal government acknowledged that emergency management included mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery activities.  FEMA also mandated that state and local governments plan and prepare more for disasters.  Emergency management was slowly being recognized as a profession.

The Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford Act) (Public Law 100-707) was passed in 1988.  It was an amended version of the Disaster Relief Act of 1974.  The law specifies how federal assistance may be given upon a presidential disaster declaration.  In conjunction with this law, FEMA later established the Federal Response Plan as a way to better coordinate the government’s reaction to disasters.  It included the involvement of 28 federal agencies as well as the American Red Cross.  The Federal Response Plan was instituted under the administration of George H. Bush and it was tested when Hurricane Andrew struck Florida in 1992.

The major disasters of the early 1990s encouraged President Clinton to take disasters more seriously.  He appointed James Lee Witt as the Director of FEMA and gave Witt cabinet status.  James Lee Witt was the first professional emergency manager appointed to oversee the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and he would be responsible for a major overhaul of emergency management in the United States.  After witnessing repetitive disaster losses and the poor response on the part of the government, he began to focus on disaster mitigation in conjunction with the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction.  Clinton and Witt established Project Impact, a partnership with businesses, to promote disaster resistant communities.  This administration also increased the training of federal officials and used technology to speed up the time it took to deliver assistance to disaster affected communities.  State and local governments also began to coordinate activities through the Emergency Management Assistance Compact.
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James Lee Witt is regarded by many as revitalizing the Federal Emergency Management Agency (source: FEMA)


At the close of the century, the federal government mandated preparation for Y2K.  Later on, President Bush eliminated Project Impact and downplayed natural disaster mitigation.  However, Congress managed to pass the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 (and this law encouraged increased insurance coverage and improved hazard mitigation planning).  Although these were dramatic departures from prior policy, the most significant shift in policy occurred due to the attacks on 9/11.  After experiencing these major terrorist attacks on U.S. soil, the federal government passed the Homeland Security Act.  This mandated the creation of the Department of Homeland Security to deal with a rising concern.  The Homeland Security Act of 2002 integrated 22 federal agencies and 170,000 federal employees into this newly established department.  FEMA was subsumed into this department and lost much of its budget and ability to control disaster policy.  In 2003, the Comprehensive Homeland Security Act was passed.  It resulted in new regulations regarding intelligence gathering, critical infrastructure protection, border control, and weapons of mass destruction proliferation.  The Homeland Security Act as well as the Comprehensive Homeland Security Act focused attention primarily and almost exclusively on terrorism.


During this period, the federal government mandated the National Incident Management Strategy as a way to promote interagency communication and coordination.  NIMS also stresses effective resource management and capacity building.  President Bush also repealed the Federal Response Plan and put it its place the National Response Plan, which downplayed FEMA’s role in disasters and seemed to be overly-consumed with terrorism alone.  Many of the laws passed during this time focused on the prevention of terrorism through intelligence gathering, counter-terrorism operations and law enforcement functions.  Billions of dollars in grants were approved by the President and Congress to foster communications interoperability, infrastructure protection and bio-terrorism preparedness.  It was during this period that several Homeland Security Presidential Directives, the Target Capabilities List, and many other terrorism related programs were introduced.

All of these changes set up, in various ways, the failure of the federal government during Hurricane Katrina.  President Bush and Congress were reminded of the impact of natural hazards and the need to be prepared for all types of disasters.  State and local governments also realized that their important role in emergency management.  In 2005, Congress passed the Pets Evacuation and Transportation Standards Act to avert evacuation challenges witnessed during Hurricane Katrina.  It also instituted the Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act in 2006.  This reinstated ties of the FEMA Administrator to the President, and gave additional monetary and personnel support to the Federal Emergency Management Agency.  It appeared as if the federal government was trying to undo many of the mistakes made after the introduction of the Department of Homeland Security, although the priority given to terrorism was never totally given up.

At this point, it is unclear what direction President Obama will take emergency management and homeland security in the future.  However, many believe that he will continue to implement the changes mandated in the Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act.  Such activities will illustrate again that the U.S. policy to disasters is reactive, and that it frequently bounces between an all-hazards and civil defense approaches.
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Officials in the Department of Homeland Security have had a significant impact upon the direction of emergency management in the United States (source: FEMA)

Organization of Emergency Management

Emergency management in the United States may be examined by looking at the organizations specifically designated to fulfill this task, but there are many other actors involved in disasters as well.  This includes formal disaster agencies, informal networks and other affiliated organizations in the private sector.

As noted earlier, the Federal Emergency Management Agency is in charge of emergency management in the United States.  FEMA has between 4,000 and 5,000 permanent employees at any given time as well as several temporary and part-time employees.  FEMA’s headquarters is located in Washington, D.C., and this office is made up of both political and career appointees.  Regional offices are located throughout the United States in order to have closer ties to state and local governments.

FEMA was subsumed under the Department of Homeland Security in January 2003.  DHS is the result of the most sweeping governmental reform since World War II.  As already mentioned, it includes over 22 federal agencies and in the range of 170,000 employees.  DHS performs many functions such as intelligence and warning, border and transportation security, domestic counter-terrorism, critical infrastructure and key asset protection, defense against catastrophic threat, and emergency preparedness and response.  DHS advocates an all-hazards approach in its planning documents, but many assert that it is too concerned about terrorism and law enforcement issues.



DHS Organization Chart


The Federal Emergency Management Agency and DHS, under the direction of the President and Congress, set policy goals and provide funding to carry out emergency management objectives.  They give directives about priorities and award money for preparedness activities.  FEMA also helps to train emergency management personnel, approves state and local Hazard Mitigation Action Plans, and oversees the distribution of recovery assistance.  It is FEMA’s responsibility to lead emergency management in the United States.  However, many feel that FEMA has been mired in politics since its inception and that it lacks resources, capability and political power needed to do the job effectively.

Each state also has an appointed emergency management office.  Usually, these departments are located within the governor’s office or the department of public safety.  They may also be stand alone agencies or integrated into state homeland security departments.  These emergency management offices work to promote emergency management in the state.  They help to ensure that federal policy is being followed and they distribute funds provided by the Federal Emergency Management Agency.  Like FEMA, many state offices do not have sufficient resources to meet the challenges disasters generate.


Local governments (county and municipal) also have emergency management offices, although this has not historically been the case.  Usually these departments and agencies are very small (with the exception of larger jurisdictions).  If there are more than a few emergency managers, the office is an exception to the rule.  Some cities have only one emergency manager, and many of these work part time or have other responsibilities.


Local emergency management offices follow the pattern of state government.  That is to say, they may be integrated into other departments such as the Fire Department, the Police Department, or Public Works.  Because such arrangements often limit the scope and success of emergency management, there has been a move to make these departments independent or subsume them under the mayor’s office.  The emergence of terrorism as a national priority has also lead to the creation of local homeland security offices at the local level.  When this occurs, emergency management departments undergo name and other structural realignments.  This has especially been the case as local governments have chased federal homeland security grant programs.  It is not yet clear if such changes have been beneficial.

Emergency managers at the local level have an enormous amount of responsibility.  They have historically been involved in planning and preparedness initiatives and response coordination activities.  However, there is also a greater expectation that they will promote mitigation, seek grant funding, adopt the incident command system (NIMS) in their planning, understand federal disaster assistance programs, and help local jurisdictions navigate the challenging process of recovery.  Many emergency managers feel overwhelmed with the tasks placed before them, and this is justifiably so.  Fortunately, the emergency manager does not have to do everything by him or herself.

Although emergency managers at all levels of government play a central role in emergency management, they are not the only important participants in this important field.  There are many other agencies and organizations that work with emergency managers in the United States.  This includes many other governmental agencies.  For instance, in order to prepare the nation for disasters, FEMA works closely with the Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Defense, the Department of Energy, the Department of Commerce and many other federal departments.  State governments likewise interact with the Department of Transportation, the Highway Patrol, and the Department of Public Health in order to respond effectively with disasters.  At the local level, Public Works, the Planning Department, the Engineering Department and even Parks and Recreation help to minimize vulnerability or rebuild should disasters occur.  There are also many inter-state mutual aid agreements (The Emergency Management Assistance Compact), professional associations (the National Emergency management Association and the International Association of Emergency Managers), and regional government organizations (Council of Governments).

In addition, there are more than government stakeholders in the U.S. emergency management system.  Corporations, non-profit organizations and even citizens play vital roles in the America.  Businesses are involved in many necessary disaster functions including emergency medical care, media relations, debris removal, insurance provision, and the vending of goods and services for emergency managers (e.g., warning systems, EOC software).  Voluntary agencies such as the American Red Cross or the Salvation Army also provide a great deal of relief when disasters occur.  Faith based organizations likewise support disaster victims on the road to recovery.

 Finally, ordinary citizens complete numerous significant tasks relating to disasters and emergency management.  American citizens are heavily involved in emergent activity when disasters occur.  They are increasingly trained as members of Community Emergency Response Teams.  The American emergency management system therefore relies on almost all government entities as well as organizations and individuals in the private and non-profit sectors.  In this sense, emergency management in the United States is decentralized and complex.
Challenges and Opportunities

As emergency management moves forward in the United States, it will be faced with significant problems as well as many prospects for improvement.  In terms of challenges, the United States is confronted with the possibility of new hazards such as the possibility of global warming (whether natural or human induced) and attacks involving weapons of mass destruction.  Although there continues to be debate about climate change, it is imperative that we better understand such threats and find ways to limit and more effectively deal with such possibilities.  It is also necessary that we prepare for attacks involving nuclear, biological and chemical weapons against us by individual terrorists or enemy nations.  However, a homeland security focus should not solely guide emergency management in this nation.  Along these lines, the United States must acknowledge that disaster losses are rising and that a more proactive approach will be required.  This will necessitate the elimination of major policy swings that focus on one type of hazard alone and instead try to build a well-designed and comprehensive system of emergency management.  Another challenge to be overcome is the ongoing belief that planning is all that is required to prepare for disasters.  Instead of writing emergency operations plans, we need to find ways to reduce vulnerability and enhance capabilities.  A final problem that must be addressed is coordination among all of the actors involved in emergency management in the United States.  Ways must be found to improve communication among all pertinent actors during disasters and work harmoniously to promote recovery in the aftermath of such events.

There are many opportunities to improve emergency management in this country also.  One of the major needs is to better educate our citizens about hazards, vulnerability and disasters.  Unless there are more people involved in supporting mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery activities, emergency management will continue to falter.  Along these lines, it is also imperative that professionalization continue among emergency managers.  This includes increased knowledge about disasters and what to do about them along with more effective public administrative skills.  It will also require the continued development of professional standards (such as NFPA 1600 and the Emergency Management Accreditation Program) and of professional organizations (such as the National Emergency Management Association and the International Association of Emergency Managers).  As the emergency management moves forward, it will also be necessary to involve under-represented groups.  Hiring women and minorities will help to increase our understanding of the needs of vulnerable groups that are all too often affected by disasters.  Emergency managers should also more fully use Geographic Information Systems and emergency operations center software to enhance urban planning and resource tracking.  These systems and other technology will improve all aspects of emergency management in the United States.  Furthermore, policy makers need to develop a more coherent disaster policy that is integrated at all levels of government.  It is also imperative that emergency management receive the personnel and budget support it requires to be better prepared for future disasters.
Conclusion


This exploration of emergency management in the United States reveals that there is no single location that is immune from hazards.  This study also suggests that emergency managers and politicians need to better understand hazards and the causes of vulnerability, and deal more effectively with the consequences of their interaction.  As the United States is experiencing additional disasters, it is also imperative that we move from a reactive policy toward one that is anticipatory in nature.  In light of the many actors involved in emergency management, we should also improve coordination and communication.  There are many challenges and opportunities awaiting emergency management now and in the future.
While the United States has been a model for emergency management programs around the world, it is not without numerous weaknesses.  The emergency management profession has much room for improvement in the U.S. as it does elsewhere.  It is hoped that this paper will increase understanding of emergency management in the United States and provide ideas on how to improve this important function here and elsewhere around the world.
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