Session No. 13
Session Title:

Issues Involving Technology and Science

Time:


Three Hours

Objectives:


At the conclusion of this session, students should be able to:

13.1
Discuss the risks associated with working with the scientific community in understanding applied problems.

13.2
Provide students with an opportunity to present individual project reports to the class.

Scope: 
The purpose of the session is to provide the emergency manager with an understanding of the risks associated with working with the academic and scientific community. Science suggests an optimal solution to problems, even in a changing environment. To the expert, the limitations of models and theory are well understood, but emergency managers may assume that the recommendations and solutions made by the experts have few limitations. This session is intended to encourage the emergency manager to develop a healthy respect for the experts but also to ask questions and understand the limitations of the models and theory from which solutions are drawn.
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Berry, John M. Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America. New York: Simon & Schuster. 1997. 

Kirkwood, Alan Sidney. “Why Do We Worry When Scientists Say There Is No Risk?” Disaster Prevention and Management, An International Journal. Vol. 3 No 2, 1994, pp. 15 – 22.
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Remarks:

The article by Alan Kirkwood provides an excellent description of working side by side with experts, scientific community, or academics. The level of risk expressed by experts is based on many assumptions based on their own knowledge and experience or on the models from which their recommendations are drawn. In some cases, the expert simplifies the results of a comprehensive study, and in communication with the emergency manager or the public, the risk is not adequately translated. 

Question for the Class:
Do members of the class agree with Kirkwood, that there is a significant danger in over-simplifying the risks associated with disasters? 

Kirkwood notes that experts develop a “rule-of-thumb” to explain risk. What can be done to minimize the adverse impact of failing to communicate—i.e., either overstating the risk or understating the risk? 

1.
Communication: Encourage communication between the scientific community and users of technology. An excellent example of this is the support provided by the Natural Systems Engineering Laboratory at Louisiana State University to state and local officials who use hurricane storm surge model displays. In both planning and response efforts, the LSU lab provides support to the Louisiana Office of Emergency Preparedness and local parish offices of emergency preparedness. Since this lab is located on the main LSU campus, images of storm surge are delivered to the state operations center and technical support is provided on site. For parishes, the images are placed on an Internet server and users are informed that new modeling of storms is available. A written explanation of the image is provided to both state and local users. 

A second lab on the LSU campus provides up-to-date weather information to both state and local emergency management officials. A computer link from the state operations center was established so that the “experts” could be on site to provide technical support of Gulf Coast storms. This technical support with good open communications is critical for effective use of the scientific information.

2.
Training: Users of technical information need training in the scope of services provided by the experts, an orientation to special computer programs or models, and clarification of the type of information that the experts will be providing. The users need to be well informed so that they can ask questions that relate to operational decisions that are to be made.
3.
Coordination: Coordination with the experts in communicating scientific information and support to the public or the media is critical. Emergency management can use the experts to help convince the public of the extent of a crisis and if no danger exists. A good example of this approach was used in the evacuation of the City of New Orleans in the Fall of 1998. Over 500,000 residents left New Orleans as a hurricane approached. Residents understood the dangers, which were communicated by the media with support from the scientific community, including the National Weather Service, and the academic community.
Note to the Instructor: This article is intended to provide the class with an appreciation of working with experts. It is not intended to resolve any issues but to encourage the emergency manager to talk with the experts—to try to understand the assumptions from which they are making their recommendations. The end result may be the development of a deeper understanding of the theory and how it applies to emergency management. 

The book by John Berry provides a wonderful example of key policy decisions that were based on recommendations made by the experts. The first three chapters provide an excellent overview of the problem, the approaches taken by the experts, and the decisions of public policy makers to build a comprehensive levee system along the Mississippi River. Berry’s book helps the reader to appreciate the human side of technology and to understand that decision makers need to draw on science and take it as a part of the decision process. Berry acknowledges that there can be an over-dependence on science and that public decision-makers may use science to further their own agenda. Emergency managers need to appreciate their role in understanding the experts and making recommendations to policy officials in a clear, objective manner. 
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