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The events surrounding September 11th, the passage of the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 and the daily risks associated with natural hazards point to the breadth of our profession.  Effectively confronting these perils and reducing their impact on individuals, communities and the environment requires a variety of skills, experience and knowledge.  At the same time, states and local officials in the field are moving forward with efforts to develop emergency management accreditation standards and protocols.  This paper will address what today’s emergency manager’s need to know given the evolving challenges, how this knowledge can be most effectively implemented in practice and the role of universities and community colleges in achieving this aim.

This is a fascinating time to be an emergency manager. Enhancing our ability to prepare for and to respond to acts of terrorism hearken back to the civil defense era when emergency managers were focused primarily on preparedness and response.  At the same time, the passage of the landmark Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 has placed greater emphasis on mitigation and pre-disaster planning.  The challenges associated with terrorism and the Disaster Mitigation Act share three common factors: the need to conduct detailed risk assessments, developing an enhanced local and state capability and expectations among the stewards of federal funding that accountability will guide the overall process.

In order to receive federal aid and technical assistance, states and local governments are expected to take on additional responsibilities.  Holding local and state governments accountable to a high standard makes sense.  In fact, this jibes with the current push by the National Emergency Management Association for national standards of accreditation.  However, there currently exists a wide range of capability at the local, state and federal level.  Local governments, states and even FEMA will face unprecedented hardships associated with the implementation of terrorism-related programs and the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000.  Building this capacity will require an unprecedented, on-going commitment of federal, state and local officials, academia, community colleges, non-profits and selected citizens who have experienced the direct impacts of disasters.  It will also require an enhanced degree of coordination to achieve the intent of new federal mandates.

In order to effectively address these questions, first one must ask, what is an accurate definition of an emergency manager?  Who are we?  Do the skills necessary to perform our jobs vary across local, state and federal levels?  Are there basic skills that run across government?  First, the traditional definition of an “emergency manager” is much too narrow, ineffectively capturing the breadth of people involved in the array of activities associated with emergencies, disasters and the time spent preparing for and mitigating against their impacts.  Most of today’s emergency managers are described as an individual compartmentalized within the old “ four phases of emergency management” framework.  While providing a good overall explanation of the broad categories associated with emergency management, it has lead to sub-optimal solutions to far reaching questions that should more accurately be framed in a model that goes beyond the strict reliance on distinct and typically disjointed tasks associated with preparedness, response, mitigation and recovery.  Instead, the emergency manager of the future must look for common ground across the profession and involve non-traditional partners.  This is becoming increasingly important as leaders recognize that they can do more when they foster relationships with other disciplines that bring unique skills and expertise.  The ability to draw on experts in fields ranging from grants management, public administration, land use planning, housing construction, epidemiology, veterinary medicine and many other disciplines is vital.  Building partnerships with professional land-use planners, for example, enable the emergency manager to link the issues of sustainable development and redevelopment with hazard mitigation, economic development, social justice and broad quality of life issues that frequently rise to the surface following disasters.  The ability to capitalize on existing policy windows and link recovery funding to identified community aims requires establishing a broad coalition to effectively navigate the complex process.  

The use of data management techniques and technology to aid in decision making and identifying complimentary objectives across programs, will shape the future of emergency management.  Mitigation and terrorism planning, risk and threat assessments, floodplain mapping, grants and database management, effective response, including the timely deployment of resources, and even issues associated with accreditation necessitate gathering, analyzing and displaying data.  The ability to use this information to bring groups together will be required in an era of shrinking state and local emergency management budgets, increased federal expectations and rapid development in known hazard areas.  The application of technological advances can provide the vehicle through which available resources can be optimized.  This should, however, be done with the understanding that many poorer locales may not be able to afford the latest technological tools, nor may staff be capable of creating or analyzing the data.  Therefore, the approach must also provide alternatives to smaller jurisdictions to achieve similar aims via a simplified methodology that is affordable and user-friendly. 

Local officials such as land use planners, public works personnel and others are often pulled into emergency management processes.  While they may not be considered emergency managers, they provide information and knowledge that is invaluable.  Virtually all segments of federal, state and local government can be expected to play a part in today’s threats and future disasters.  Thus, the 21st century “emergency manager”  must serve as a catalyst, bringing together teams as needed.  Critical thinking, coalition building, group facilitation, marketing and other cross cutting skills are key to better explore how the current array of disjointed and often competing programs can be integrated to optimize solutions in both the pre and post-disaster environment.  During disasters, seeking partners and innovative solutions to complex dilemmas using limited information must be done quickly while under extreme duress.  Therefore, skills in contingency and adaptive planning are crucial to success.  Disasters are highly politicized events at all levels of government.  Recognizing this, the emergency manager must be able to rely on established coalitions that include not only technical experts but also elected officials and professional associations in order to maximize options and obtain the resources needed to affect positive change.  Being politically savvy can pay big dividends.

In today’s world, building coalitions with non-traditional partners like the environmental community, academia, agricultural interests, smart growth advocates, social justice groups and disaster victims are necessary to truly capitalize on the wealth of information and strength gained through cooperation.  Non-profits, for example, are particularly cognizant of methods available to help the disenfranchized.  Linking mitigation and recovery goals with broader community, state and national objectives like sustainable development require a unique perspective.  Educational institutions can assist in this endeavor by providing students (future emergency managers) and practitioners with guiding principles, theoretical frameworks grounded in reality and the tools needed to hone their critical thinking skills.  Disaster victims provide the most direct source of information regarding how the creation of programs and policies affect our primary “customer.”  Their experiences can prove invaluable as we seek to improve upon our ability to convey information to the public, respond to a disaster, administer recovery aid programs and develop new pre-disaster approaches to mitigation.  First we must recognize that we can learn from them, often in the most elemental ways.

Universities and community colleges play a key role in preparing the future emergency manager for the fundamental shift that is occurring in the field.  Perhaps one of the most important lesson that a university can provide to it’s students is the ability to critically analyze complex systems, looking for ways to integrate apparently divergent tasks as a means to better achieve multiple goals and mutually beneficial outcomes.  However, in order to be truly effective, scholars must ground theoretical discussions with actual disaster experience.  Educators can get involved by working collaboratively with FEMA and state officials in actual disasters as Disaster Assistance Employees, or through the nation-wide Emergency Management Assistance Compact.  Conducting field research or co-teaching courses with practitioners represent two other possible approaches.  Students should seek out internships that introduce them to the realities of emergency management within the current local, state and federal system.  By better understanding the political nature of disasters and a more accurate understanding of the varied capabilities of governments to engage in different aspects of the profession, students will be better equipped to apply knowledge gained in school once they graduate.  Both approaches will translate to the classroom through a richer and more reality-based learning experience for students and professors.  Technical training in areas like Geographic Information Systems, database management, accounting and public administration are also important as we move toward an increased use of technology.

It is also incumbent on Universities to engage in applied research and effectively disseminate the results of their finding to practitioners in the field.  This is a significantly underutilized resource. The array of emergency management research institutes across the country must do a better job.  While many purport to do this, the vast majority do not.  This is a major problem that must be addressed, particularly in the light of the evolving role of emergency managers.  Technology transfer, providing the practitioner with a user-friendly guide to research findings and proposed recommendations for action, is critically underutilized.  In order to make this happen, Universities must allow researchers to engage in this type of research.  The current system does not reward applied research.  Rather, promotions are typically tied to the generation of journal articles and books that are typically not read by those who stand to gain the most from this information.  Thus, in order to more effectively meet the needs of the emergency management profession, greater emphasis should be placed on a reward system that encourages research geared to the practicing emergency manager.  The charter of most state-supported universities is to provide assistance to those residing in the state.  It’s time this was taken seriously.  Linking research and practice can utilize existing distributional frameworks like the state extension service, community college system, sea grant programs or the array or university research institutes.

The events of September 11th have brought an increased level of attention to what many first responders do.  It does not, however, fully explain the number of ongoing duties that those of us in the wider emergency management arena face today.  The Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 and the push for state and local accreditation offer additional challenges and opportunities.  Increased expectations among citizens, states and federal officials necessitate enhancing a definable set of skills while reaching out to new partners.  The truly successful emergency manager must be capable of gathering and analyzing information, while building diverse coalitions needed to address the expanding challenges facing the profession.  This can, in fact, lead to an expanded network of experts to guide our efforts into the next century.  Success necessitates that new ideas, approaches and paradigms must come from both within and outside what has traditionally been defined as the profession of emergency management.
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