Leadership in Disaster
Speaker: Admiral Thad Allen

Good morning. I have some thoughts on the Academy as it relates to where we are going in this country with homeland security and preparedness and so forth.

We will do this in two parts. Whenever I address a crowd like this, a lot of people just want to know what happened, what did you think, what were the issues down there; and quite frankly, it’s hard to talk about moving ahead unless you talk about some of that, so I have brought some slides and I’m prepared to talk about that. After that, I would like to talk about the focus and what you’re trying to do here and talk about training, education, certification, where we’re going in this country, and where we need to be in the future.

You were supposed to be addressed, following my session, by Under Secretary Foresman. He is not able to make it this morning; he will have someone representing him.

I was with Under Secretary Foresman and the Secretary last night until about 6:00 doing what we call a murder board. A murder board is what you do to get ready for congressional testimony, and on Thursday morning, there will be a hearing by Senators Collins and Lieberman regarding where FEMA should be in the Federal government. The first witness at that testimony will be Secretary Chertoff. I will be the second witness, followed by a panel of Jack Carroll from George Washington University and Don Kettl from the University of Pennsylvania. As you can imagine, it was a pretty interesting evening last night and probably a good lead-in to some of the things we will talk about here today.

Let me get to some basics about how I saw Katrina as the PFO and then we can talk a little bit about education. Let me start by going back even before Katrina. In December 2004, with the sponsorship of the Homeland Security Advisory Committee and then Deputy Secretary Jim Loy at the Department, we hosted a conference at the Coast Guard Academy to talk about education and training for Homeland Security. Again, this was a post-9/11, pre-Katrina discussion. I had a chance to address that group at a luncheon. I came up as a chief of staff of the Coast Guard at the time. I want to leave you with one thought from the remarks I made at that luncheon as a prelude to what I will talk about here.

Not knowing that Katrina was going to occur at the time, sometimes you don’t want to be too much forward-looking—you never know what you will wish for and whether or not it will come true. I tried to make a compelling case to the folks who were in the room that day that we had to do something to advance higher education in support of homeland security for the purpose of creating a cohort group or a cadre of homeland security professionals that could staff the department and the interagency, as we call it, and vertically down through government, get greater transparency and goal alignment about what we’re trying to do in this country. I told the folks at the time, if we don’t do that, if we don’t do it very quickly, we will run the risk of having a significant operational failure, and the illusion I used at that time was Desert One.
How many people here remember Desert One—can I see a show of hands? Okay, about a third of you. Desert One was a failed rescue of the Iranian hostages in 1980. If you remember, it was supposed to be a coordinated joint military operation, but because of a significant number of issues, there was a collision with aircraft on the ground, there was loss of life, and they had to abandon the attempt.

Following that, there was a spotty response following the invasion of Grenada in 1983, and what you saw in 1986 was passage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act, which basically took the concept of joint forces and joint operations that evolved since the National Security Act of the late 1940’s and brought it into a new post-Cold War world with transnational threats, really focusing on jointness. There’s still a ways to go, but the Department of Defense (DoD) has come a long way and there was a recognition following spotty performances and operational failures and they had to do something about it.

If I were to write a book about my experiences in Katrina—I’ve been asked, but I haven’t signed anything yet, nor am likely to—I would call it Bayou One, because I think the comparison is clear. What we had in the non-Title X world was an operational failure at all levels of government by everybody that was involved in this. I’m not here about accountability or anything else—other people do that. I’m in the military. I’ll sit down as a principal Federal official; I would tell you that without knowing what I was talking about, quite frankly, in December 2004, some of the issues related to non-Title X operations and the need for greater unity of effort cohesion horizontally across government and vertically clear down to individual preparedness were laid bare in Katrina and I think you probably all have been talking about that and you will talk about it this week. If you can keep that in mind, it’s kind of a context setter.

I will take you through my impressions as the PFO on what were some of the salient points of Katrina. I could talk about this for many, many hours, so I will focus on just a few things. This is not to exclude anything else that may be important, and some of these are included for the purposes of making a point. I will tell you also that about 3 to 4 weeks ago, they brought in all the pre-designated principal Federal officials for this hurricane season—there are five—and they’ve already teamed them with the FCOs for this year, and they did joint training for a week to do team building, create a sense a cohesion, and be able to focus on what they needed to do to get ready for the hurricane season. These are the same slides, so when I say, “PFO overview,” it was for the PFOs that have been assigned for this year.
I may not use all of these slides. If you see me pass through them quickly, just bear with me here.

I’d like to paint a strategic context for this event for you. In my view, one of the real problems we had with Katrina—and again, I’m not ascribing responsibility or blame or accountability, because I think it is too diffuse to ever be determined. FEMA didn’t build the levies, Corps of Engineers didn’t do the evacuation plan, the New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) was taken down when their own houses were flooded due to a residency requirement for NOPD, and I think there’s a lot of stuff in here. The best thing to do is start building institutions and moving forward. I think at the outset, there was a failure to understand the strategic importance of this event, not only because of the enormity and the complexity of the event, but the historical nature in the United States, and I’ll talk a bit about that as we move forward.

These are the two storm paths on the right. Katrina coming ashore actually crossed over Louisiana, and then went right through the Pearl River, which is the dividing line between Louisiana and Mississippi, on the left-hand side, right over the Sabine River, which divided Texas and Louisiana.

This slide may be a little dated because I developed it two or three months ago. It’s a tabular comparison of the impacts of Camille, Andrew, Ivan, and Katrina without flooding, and Katrina with flooding. I wouldn’t dwell on this too long. Take a look at the next one.

This is the same information displayed on a graph. To the upper left here is number of dead, straight up is dollars in damage. Upper right, number of homes destroyed, number of homes damaged, number of personnel evacuated, number of personnel displaced after impact. The big red perimeter graph is Katrina with flooding in New Orleans. The smaller dotted red graph is Katrina without flooding in New Orleans. The purple one that points down to the lower right is Andrew. The smaller black area in the middle is Camille, which was a storm of record in Mississippi—a Cat 5 in 1969. What you see in green is Ivan in 2004.
The point being this thing was off the scale. It was off the scale for anybody that was involved in it, and I don’t think we really understood or have come to grips with that in reviewing the incident.

Somebody asked me about this, and I was listening to the earlier presentation—you will see some crossover comparisons here. We were dealing with an event that was unprecedented—it was an anomaly; it was asymmetrical. The scope was larger than anything we had dealt with, the complexity involving levels of government both horizontally and vertically—unprecedented.
One of the big things I’ll talk about a little bit later on is population displacement. 1.5 to 2 million people evacuated, loss or an uninhabited 250,000 homes, inability to return. The whole notion going beyond emergency sheltering and evacuation to what I would call population management over the life cycle of an event is something we will have to get our arms around.

You heard it alluded to earlier—whether it’s a biological or a chemical event or a nuclear event, you may want people out, you may not want them to move, but whatever you do with them, you have to know who it is, where they’re at, where they need to be, how fast they’re going to where they need to, and how do you handle them over the life cycle of the event. We lost that in various stages of this operation and because of that, we ended up with 80,000 hotel rooms being occupied by the American Red Cross, having the contract shifted to FEMA, and then not knowing to a virtual certainty the identity of who was in the rooms.
We need to take this registration process which they are in the process of doing right now right into the shelters. We need to have life cycle management of people. 

I noted loss of housing—250,000 units—but in my view, it’s interesting to note if New Orleans does not flood, if the levies do not fail, ground zero for this event is Waveland, Mississippi, and Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, where I think now they believe was in excess of 30 feet of water came ashore with the storm surge, but as far inland as about 6 or 7 miles overtopped I-10, went clear to the Hancock County airport, put about 3 feet of water over that. That is ground zero. Had New Orleans not flooded, the joint field office (JFO) of record probably would have been in Jackson, Mississippi, and the focus probably would have been on the Mississippi Gulf Coast, notwithstanding the considerable damage done to Plaquemine, St. Bernard Parish in East New Orleans as a result of just the storm surge rolling in.

The gentleman mentioned before me: What are the implications of what we learned from Katrina about weapons of mass destruction? I have termed the flooding of New Orleans the use of a weapon of mass effect on the city of New Orleans without criminality. I came to that conclusion after I was down there about a week. Here are the implications of that Statement: the original response to Katrina was a legacy response, pretty much what you had seen under the Federal Response Plan or the National Response Plan. The FCO and then the PFO co-located with the joint field office in the State capital to be close to the emergency management center, pursuant to a disaster, emergency declaration, and flow of resources in. I would submit to you all that when the levies were breached, we had a hybrid event.
The National Response Plan contemplates three scenarios: a national symbolic security event, a natural disaster or a response involving the Stafford Act, and a terrorist attack. In each one of those scenarios, there is a different contemplated head or PFO that might run that operation, with a natural disaster being highly slanted towards execution of Stafford Act responsibilities and a large role for an FCO provided by FEMA.
Where the model broke down—and this is how you need to evolve the National Response Plan into hybrid or variations on themes—when the levies were overtopped or breached, the city of New Orleans was taken down and effectively lost continuity of government. There was a standing mayor. There was a director of Homeland Security—I dealt with him personally. We knew generally what their priorities were and what they were trying to do and we could be responsive to that, but they had not infrastructure, command, and control capability to take responsibility for assets that were being flown in to New Orleans and then apply those resources to mission effect. 
What you had was you had the traditional model of the JFO, the FCO, and then the PFO in Baton Rouge, sending urban search and rescue teams—DMATs—into the New Orleans area. Once they got down there, they were self-organizing. In military parlance, there was no way to take TAC on because Katrina was the perfect attack on New Orleans. Both times we’ve gone into Iraq, the first thing we do is take out the radar and the communications, leaving them deaf, dumb, and blind, and then bring in the shock and awe. 
I would submit to you the initial storm surge took down the communications, the command and control structure. When the levies were breached, we had the weapon of mass effect used on the city of New Orleans. Because of that, their infrastructure—most notably land/mobile radio communications and even their emergency operation center and their ability to communicate with each other—was severely limited.

What you had was, under the search and rescue (SAR) side, you had urban SAR assets being flown in by FEMA, local fish and wildlife, State folks in there, and you had the Coast Guard folks—helicopters, small boats, and so forth—and due to some local people who had been trained in ICS and understood what was going on, they basically self-organized that response at Zephyr Field, which is a minor league baseball field to the west of New Orleans, right next to the New Orleans Saints training camp. It was a place where they could get helos down, they put fuel bladders in, they self-organized under an ICS system, they started doing incident action plans, they got the DMORT folks in when they needed them there, and they basically self-organized, but it was very difficult to understand who they were reporting to. The city of New Orleans did not have the capability or capacity at that point to direct their operations, but we were still in a mode of managing the Federal response by flowing resources into the State and then down to the local folks through Baton Rouge. 
The same thing was going on with levy repairs. The law enforcement folks, since there was not a joint field office in New Orleans, they self-organized very similar to what the search and rescue folks did at the Royal Sonesta Hotel in New Orleans. The Federal folks came in and enacted the mutual aid packs, and so forth. A lot of folks flowed in, but that was in independent operation; again, how that reported up to any Federal structure is really unclear.

When I got to New Orleans on the 6th of September, I got asked to go down on Labor Day, which was one week after the event. The first thing that became apparent to me was nobody understood we had a hybrid event. It was beyond a hurricane response. You’re into a tactical response, but since there wasn’t any criminality involved, you didn’t have a senior law enforcement official running the operation. Since it was a national symbolic security event with a pre-designated PFO like the Secret Service, SAC, or somebody from the Republican National Convention, you had a vacuum on command and control there because it wasn’t recognized by everybody. 

Some of the decisions I had to make early on were: What do you do about this? If it was working, I didn’t mess with it; and by working, I mean if it was marginally working. There were too many things that weren’t working or that weren’t even happening at all to try and change anything.

First of all, we didn’t try and put down an extensive JFO like we would have had in Baton Rouge—that was entirely impossible. We put a small footprint on the dock in New Orleans, adjacent to where the Iwo Jima had just come in and tied up. Iwo Jima gave us a base camp for the DMATs, the DMORT folks, urban search and rescue folks, put a command and control cell on the dock, and started growing that under an ICS system, and it started slowly pulling in those elements I just talked about. The SAR folks are working at Zephyr Field, law enforcement folks from the Royal Sonesta, started bringing the Corps of Engineers in—not only on the levy breaches that occurred around New Orleans, but if you look at the entire levy system, while the levy breaches around New Orleans resulted in catastrophic flooding, the most catastrophic damage to levies was not in New Orleans—there was a hurricane protection levy in back of St. Bernard Parish and the private levy systems as you went down through Plaquemine, as far as the physical damage.
The implications of the levy breaches in New Orleans are far more catastrophic because of the flooding from Lake Pontchartrain. My goal was to establish unity of effort, if not unity of command. I had to deal with the art of the possible and a lot of the elements of this response that were set before I got there.

The windows by which we could act and shape this response were lost in the early days because windows open and close, and I’m not sure it was apparent to everybody because they didn’t understand the nature of the event itself.

I will reach back and forth a couple of times here. This almost is trying to look at preparedness planning after the fact.

One of the real challenges—and these are my impressions as a PFO down there. We were dealing with a community down there that had the equivalent, mind you, of a low immune system. These are preexisting conditions, whether it’s lack of preparedness planning, socioeconomic factors, geographical factors, or whatever, that exacerbate a response once you have a catastrophic event. The catastrophic event doesn’t cause those problems with those preexisting conditions significantly create a harder response. I talked to a lot of folks down there about social equity issues involved in the response, and I try and disassociate preexisting conditions that exacerbated the response from whether or not the response was responsible for those conditions. I think there needs to be some clarity there.
There were significant low-income and mobile and other at-risk populations that even had there been an evacuation plan and it was executed, unless there was a means to address those cohort groups, they weren’t going to be taken care of. There was hurricane fatigue in the Superdome solution where you went there, stayed overnight for many years in a row, came back, and nothing happened that led everybody to the wrong place in town. The Superdome is right on the edge of a bowl, one of the lower parts of town that was going to flood if there is a catastrophic breach in the levies. The Convention Center sits right on the edge of the river, highest part—that’s the second place where they ended up realizing there was high, dry ground there. The healthcare system was very stressed at the time. You had for profits, not for profits, and still the issue of charity hospital down there remains a bone of contention and how they will bring back medical care and how that should be constituted in New Orleans. Again, these are preexisting issues that create problems during the response.
The levy system, while there are some bends and curves around it, is basically a single perimeter around New Orleans, so any breach, the water will come in until it levels out. It took two or three days to do it, but eventually, the water level in New Orleans became the same as the water level in Lake Pontchartrain.

The levy systems around there are not a single levy system. You have a Federal levy system that keeps the Mississippi River in, you have Federal levy systems that keep hurricanes out, you have private levy systems that protect the backside of Lower Plaquemine against hurricanes, other side of the river levies, and they’re not all unified managed as a system and that’s being talked about now, but that’s what we walked into.
The criminal justice system: I talked about the residency requirement for NOPD. Again, this goes back to social equity issues and preparedness planning. The residency requirement caused a significant issue with the NOPD because when the city became flooded, they were immediately faced with the decision, do I go home and help my family or do I stay on duty. Tough decision to put first responders in.

As a result of Katrina, evidence lockers were lost. Court facilities were damaged—because of the displaced population, it was impossible to impanel a jury of peers; grand jury duty, and so forth; there were no clerks of the court; judges were missing, and so forth. An article in this morning’s Washington Post today, the 6th of June—they held the first criminal trial in New Orleans since the 29th of August. It’s back to continuity of government. They have some serious issues down there. They’re running up against a potential for about 2,000 defendants to reach speedy trial dates.

It kind of gets back to the anomalous nature of this thing. I don’t think any FCOs or potential PFOs in the past or the future ever had a State Supreme Court justice walk in with the attorney general and say the criminal justice system in New Orleans is on the verge of collapse and we need to do something about it. As a result, we set up a task force back in November to look at separately the NOPD, the court system itself, and then the clerk of the court evidence lockers, and indigent offenders. All those things are required at a successful prosecution.

Those are things that FEMA had never been asked to do before, were never part of a response. When it goes off the scale, you’re dealing with unprecedented events. There were a lot of things down there—people were making judgments on the performance of government that really had more to do with the fact they had never been done before anywhere. 

One of the things we had to do was we had to build a morgue for the State. In Louisiana, all of the coroner functions are carried out at the parish level and parish coroners are elected by general vote of the population not based on any particular requirement. There was not a State medical examiner or a State morgue.

Early predictions said that the casualties could go between 5,000 and 10,000. FEMA came in and did something they never did on this scale before—at least that I’m aware of—they built a morgue in about 10 to 12 days at an empty grade school in St. Gabriel, Louisiana. Ultimately set up a family advocacy center and ultimately had to go so far as to go out and award a contract for DNA testing so you could reunite families with remains to the extent that could be documented. Where do you go to find people to write those contracts—they’ve never done it before.

Again, it gets back to this notion this thing is off the scale and folks were being asked to do things that were not in the competency or the memory locker any organization had. It stretched everybody, including the Coast Guard. It was a tough situation to walk into.

I talked about the attack earlier. Early on, it was Plaquemine and St. Bernard Parish in East New Orleans, and then ground zero went over in Mississippi, and then shock and awe with the levy failures.

Windows that closed, unrecoverable errors—and you really need to be thinking about this because somebody has to be paying attention to this. If you don’t have the right competencies on the ground, someone will have to decide who will be making these decisions early on.

Under the current doctrine in the country, there is limited ability to pre-stage responses because of the limitation on using Stafford Act funds. It has to be pursuant to either a disaster declaration or an emergency declaration—I’ll talk about that later. I’ve talked with the Office of General Counsel and the Department of Homeland Security; we have to take a significant look at the structure of the Disaster Relief Fund and how that is managed and potential amendments to the Stafford Act that allow earlier access to funding to be able to pre-stage these responses and how that interacts with the disaster and emergency declarations.

The evacuation. We talked about the Superdome Syndrome—this even happened in Mississippi. I don’t know how many of you have been down there, but the coast of the Mississippi, about 1 or 2 miles inland, there is a CSX track that runs from New Orleans clear over to Mobile and beyond. During Hurricane Camille, the flood waters reached the railroad tracks and created a natural berm, if you will, and the flood surge did not go beyond that. There was a mentality in Mississippi that if you got above the CSX tracks, you were okay. If you looked at the roads leading from the shore up to I-10 north of the CSX tracks, there were tens of thousands of automobiles parked up there. They’re all gone, because the storm surge went 5 miles further than the most severe storm on history, which was a Cat 5, and Katrina was only a Cat 3 when it came ashore. When the storm surge was generated out in the Gulf of Mexico, it was a Cat 5, and that surge didn’t stop because it dropped to Cat 3 because of the wind speed.

The value of high ground—I talked about it. The Superdome was not the high ground—the Convention Center was. It was right by the Convention Center you had the Crescent City Connector or separator. There were some issues about local parishes not letting folks in. You have to take that into account on this immune system related to preparedness planning and what you do beforehand.

Probably the most critical thing was the on-scene presence, and this gets back to the notion of not understanding we had a hybrid event. If you look at the Government’s response as being purely support under disaster emergency declaration, then you have to have a safe and secure environment to set up points of distribution and disaster recovery centers, and so forth. In fact, it’s a requirement that you do that. If you show up with trucks full of MREs, ice, and water, and you don’t have a secure way to do that with order—this would be the same thing for a vaccine distribution point, I would think, too—you will have bedlam. There is a requirement—and it’s part of FEMA doctrine—that you have to have security to carry out these operations, and if you don’t, you don’t do the operations.
The paradox was that when security got to its lowest part in New Orleans, which was on Thursday morning at the Superdome, because the security situation was not conducive to conducting relief efforts, as opposed to taking TACON and applying resources to mission effect, FEMA pulled their resources out of New Orleans because of lack of security and did not put a senior management official back into New Orleans until Saturday, right at the height of the perception that everything was going south and the great need we had in the Superdome and everything else. 

Having said that, there were FEMA folks doing just extraordinary work out at the airport with TSA folks—getting people out, evacuation flights, and so forth. But the notion of a single Federal senior presence on ground coordinating, providing situational awareness as I saw in an earlier slide here, reporting that back up the chain of command—it was shaky from the event until Thursday, and from Thursday to Saturday, it became nonexistent, so situational awareness was being provided by Anderson Cooper, Soledad O’Brien, Ann Curry—not the right way to do it.

Critical elements of the response. Obviously, in Louisiana, it was completely reactive, except for the evacuation that took place prior to the event. There is a little bit of a silver lining in all of this: based on the previous year’s traffic problem, when they had a near-miss in New Orleans, they did a pretty good job with contraflow and they did succeed in getting over 1.5 million people out of the area. It’s not generally well-known, but that was a pretty good success story. The problem was there were about 70,000 people left in the city that had to be accounted for if something were to occur.

I talked about lack of on-scene leadership. This loss of situational awareness and the common operating picture was the biggest significant issue in failure to recognize the hybrid event, in my view. In military parlance, the local operating picture was not getting a senior decision maker so they could understand what was going on and there were added little reports about levies being overtopped or breached, but the totality of that was not brought together at one point, fused, put together, and have a tactical picture provided to decision makers.
I talked about the loss of local infrastructure that basically took down the city’s ability to exert command and control over resources being flowed in, self-deployed resources that did arrive, and the fact we did not put down a forward-operating base in Louisiana. Again, this gets back to the notion that you’re providing assistance to State and local responders and you’re at the State capital, working with them to provide resources. We need to face the notion that in the future, based on what happens to these local communities, there will have to be a decision to move forward, take control of the assets, and apply them to mission effect.
There was a lot of talk in the early days of this event about Posse Comitatus, invoking the Insurrection Act, and so forth. The fact of the matter was you had a standing governor and you had a standing mayor, and there was not an insurrection, but the capabilities, competencies, and capacity were so vastly reduced, that providing resources to them without some kind of a way to apply those resources was turning out to be an exercise in futility. So how do you do that?

Quite frankly, I had a lot of conversations with Russ Honoré, my military counterpart, about this, and what it slowly evolved to was we had planning cells who were working this issue, and each day we would go up and talk, mostly to Terry Ebert, who was the Director of Homeland Security for Mayor Nagin, and we would say, “Here’s what is going to happen the next day.” I think we weren’t so much responding to their requirements for assistance as assessing what needed to be done, providing a plan on how we would move forward, and they acquiesced to it. That constituted a waiving of Posse Comitatus, or putting a fig leaf over it or a shamrock—that’s what we did and what the situation dictated.
Finally, it’s this notion of the 70,000 people there. When I say noncompliant and incapable, these are not value judgments. When I say noncompliant, they didn’t leave, didn’t heed the warning. There were certain folks that could but just didn’t, for whatever reason. Then you had incapable population—the elderly, disabled, and so forth—70,000 people, large amount of people.

That’s the way it’s supposed to work.

As we move forward, reconciling what I call legacy response in an all-hazards environment, we should not become fixated too much on Katrina. We need to, but then we need to understand what it was. First of all, it was a hybrid event—both a hurricane and a weapon of mass effect attack, and it was 1000-year storm, it wasn’t a 100-year storm.
Separate out the levy issue and how high they will build the levies and the National Flood Insurance Program, this whole thing. What we need to understand is we need to build a structure that is suitable for all hazards, all threats, and there has to be an interaction with the Stafford Act response associated with a larger event, how will we make that work. This was the first time ever there was a significant event where there was a PFO and an FCO assigned at the same time.

We have a lot of work to do with the ESFs. As we evolve the National Response Plan, we will have to make some decisions about how you best integrate an ESF structure that is needed for the functional support of the response recovery and relief effort and how that’s adjudicated or aligned with a larger PFO organization that has other things to do, whether it’s a criminal investigation, dealing across State boundaries, FEMA regional boundaries, or whatever. You have to understand how that works.

I came under fire regards to a couple of these things because from a PFO status, without proper statutory authority, gave them some directions because I thought we were at a point where I had to do that. Just prior to Rita’s landfall, the governor of Louisiana asked for a certain number of buses to be made available, and given what happened after Katrina, do you think I’m not going to have those buses available? I’m walking by the ESF-1 bullpen there in Baton Rouge and somebody said, “We just got direction from DOT Headquarters to relocate 200 buses from Louisiana to Texas.” I told them they could not move any buses out of the State of Louisiana without my direct order.

That was an anomalous action. I may have assumed more authority than was presupposed for a PFO. I may have presupposed the actions of the ESF and the FCO, but 12 hours out from a storm, I made a couple other decisions like that to move DMORT resources to support the military operations who were sweeping the city. The question was there was this vacuum created on who was going to apply resources to mission effect, how were we going to adjudicate this stuff, and this was the first time a PFO and an FCO had ever interacted together. I’m not sure you should take my response down there as a blueprint how to do it in the future, but I think we need to take the experience down there and then say, what do you need to fix to make sure you institutionalize these relationships in the future.

I’ve talked about the NRP only providing three basic scenarios. There were a lot of interactions. We had a FEMA regional structure, and while you had ESFs and ICS at them, you had Ops Finance logistics and planning. Cutting across all of these are the individual assistance, public assistance, NFIP, mitigation programs that FEMA executes from the Stafford Act, and they all kind of come together. I kept telling everybody down there, we need to reverse what Bush 41 said—we need to take a thousand points of light and make a laser beam—the reverse there. How do you integrate across multiple settings and States and regional boundaries?

When I think back through how you do this—and I saw some of this on the slides as I was coming in—when you have one of these things occur that’s an incident of national significance, there needs to be some kind of national assessment. There needs to be commonly-held understanding of what the event is, what the parameters associated with the event are, and what the implications are for the country, and how that goes completely down vertically to the local first responders. You decide what information you need to have, but in my view, to establish a critical success factors, what is it we’re trying to do that will constitute a successful response? 
We in the Coast Guard have known this for a long, long time. We had our own Katrina in 1989—it was called the Exxon Valdez. We know now one of the first things you ask when you get on-scene at an oil spill, one of the very first things you ask is how clean is clean? How do we know when it’s done? How do you know when you have finished a response? Then you need a resource to the strategy and make sure you’re producing the desired effects. You have to measure that, but most of all—I heard this earlier on—you need exit criteria. When is the response done?

If you don’t assess the incident, establish the parameters in the incident, and calculate what it is you have to do and when you’re done, you don’t know when you’re done. You have to have exit criteria, at least knowing when you’re shifting from response to recovery.

One of the problems we had down there—and again, it was a challenge: we were already moving to recovery in some areas and some were doing response. You’re right in the middle of recovery, shifted to recovery in some areas after Katrina, Rita comes ashore, and you have disinterring remains from private cemeteries. All of a sudden, what is it you’re doing and how does that interact with individual assistance, public assistance, and so forth? How do you transition to long-term recovery after that?

I knew that the incident management part of my job was just about over, probably about the first week of November, when I looked at the content of my work every day and most of it had to do with mass sheltering, getting families out of hotels and motels, long-term issues with debris removal, shifting to public assistance, and all that is more program management through FEMA of Stafford Act resources being applied for recovery and it really wasn’t incident management anymore. But the problem we had in the Federal government was you could not do that without a senior Federal executive down there.

I wrote a memo to the secretary, I laid out exit criteria that had to do with populations of emergency shelters, populations in hotel/motel rooms, and I proposed exit criteria for my own job. I proposed we shift to some type of a long-term recovery senior executive because you can’t just walk away and not have those things attended to. Ultimately, they assigned Gil Jamison, who was down there as a deputy director of FEMA for Gulf Coast Recovery Operations. Because we didn’t establish up front what the incident entailed and how to get through it and how to get out of it and shift to the next phase, I went down there on the 5th of September as a principal Federal official for incident management, and I was relieved on the 1st of February. I can tell you from a personal standpoint you want the exit criteria—just to be able to tell your wife.

Finally, if you do all of that, you will be in a much better position to dictate the terms of the response and not have them dictated to you.

I’m one of these kind of guys who has to have a mental model to understand what is going on and to try to put it all together. I would sit there at night back at my hotel room and I would be drawing pictures of what this was all about. Here is what I came up with—you can’t see it all—I’ll walk you through it.

This is called a cubit of Katrina. If I were able to take a cubit of effort going on in Katrina and then look into that cubit from different sides, I would see it through different lenses. Up at the top here, I have the ICS system, planning operations, logistics and finance. Above this I have JFO, PFO, and up to the department of the secretary. You look down here, you can look down through an ICS lens and try and see how that effort is being aggregated and applied to mission effect. But it’s not always easy to see.

Over here we have all of the ESFs. You can look in on it and how it’s being executed through the ESFs, and that gives you a different view.

I mentioned earlier over on this side is the FEMA problematic organizational structure response, recovery, mitigation. Down here is the regional structure for FEMA. I can give you a different view of that response, depending on where you sit. The question is: how do you adjudicate all of this?

Just being a human being and having a limit on what you can tolerate, after I became PFO at Baton Rouge, I started going to the staff meetings in the morning and there would be a sequential linear report-out of every single one of these groups. Some of these staff meetings would go 2 1/2 hours. I went to four of them. I was trying to figure out how they interfaced. So if you’re talking about ICS and ESFs, when you’re trying to talk about how does a national incident management system interface with the legacy Federal response plan—we still have work to do there.

If you look at the ICS model and FEMA programs, I’m not sure how they come together, because that’s not the way FEMA is organized here, except for flowing resources in. Down here at ESF versus the FEMA field organizational model, and then over here, how does FEMA Headquarters relate to the FCOs as it relates to the PFO organization. It becomes kind of rubix organization. Almost every one of the lessons learned reports you’ve seen says we need to go through and clean this up and get a doctrine or organization chart that everybody can understand.
If I reduce it to issues—and I will be testifying on the Hill on Thursday about some of this—it’s locking down that PFO/FCO relationship. HSPD-5 post-dates the Stafford Act. How do we want that to work?

I was talking to Secretary Chertoff last night. Whatever the relationship is between the PFO and the FCO has to be codified in terms of doctrine so everybody understands what it is, because you will have situations where the PFO may or may not be somebody from Homeland Security—especially if there is a criminal act involved and you have to treat the thing as a crime scene. That will be a significant issue, and if you haven’t solved it for here, it will get worse when you try to go into a crime scene and try to adjudicate those interests that are involved.

The notion of forward operating command—I think everybody understands now. If you have an incident of national significance, you have to move forward, you have to have a forward footprint. But then how do you reconcile that with the JFO back in the State capital and how much of the ESF function should you bring forward so you don’t have dueling organizational structures or one supporting them and you won’t have to bring forward the resources you need?
ICS and ESF. This will be tough, folks. I’m not sure how you come at this. There is some adherence around the Federal government that would disaggregate the ESFs and put them under one of the four ICS departments. I don’t know if that’s the right way or not, but there has to be some way to adjudicate the matrix that requires the functional application of these resources from the departments that have subject matter expertise across an organizational structure that has to execute the response. We need to resolve enough for the next hurricane season and for avian flu and we need to resolve it fast.
One interesting thing was the PFO interaction with DoD. If DoD will be involved, as we did in Katrina, you will have to be involved with the DoD deployment orders, redeployment orders, and adjudicating request for resources. The DoD found a PFO a very convenient node to vet redeployment orders, and we had some issues associated with how fast you move DoD forces out—the most significant probably being when we pulled the USNS Comfort out of New Orleans in relation to those healthcare issues I talked about earlier.

What we ultimately did was we moved the Comfort out, brought in the combat support hospital, put it at the convention center, and extended that for a couple of weeks right at the end until they could get trauma capability up and operating in New Orleans. In doing all that, that had to be adjudicated not only with the State and local folks who were down there, but back through ESF-8 to health and human services, back to DoD. I had a personal conversation with Admiral Keating out of NORTHCOM to request we keep the combat support hospital there. I think you can see in the future in the PFO responsibility a linkage to DoD deployment and redeployment orders.

Population management is a huge issue, and that crosses everything from identify verification to emergency sheltering, transitional housing, and long-term treatment of these folks that have benefits coming to them.

Registration. If I’m living within 100 miles of a coastline, and FEMA says, do you want to voluntarily come in enroll, give us biometrics, we’ll give you a card as long as you’re living here—I’ll do it. We have to think outside of the box; we have to take registration into the shelters, figure out a way to verify identities, and manage these populations throughout the lifecycle of an event.

We need to think about privacy issues associated with this. Some of the naughtiest issues I came up with were privacy issues. The first one I got hit with was during a live television interview with an NBC affiliate from San Antonio, Texas. They brought on the State attorney as another guest, and she asked me why we had delivered a list of registered sexual offenders to the State of Texas and Louisiana. I didn’t even know it was an issue. I said, “We’ll get back to you.” I went to my counsel at Baton Rouge. They said, “Can’t give out that information because of Privacy Act.” There was no waiver granted with the role of FEMA benefits, and I said, “What?” I went to the FEMA counsel. Same answer. I said, “This is a classic dilemma—I need a new attorney, a new opinion, or you need somebody down there on the ground that ain’t me.”

I finally took it clear to the deputy secretary office of general counsel of Homeland Security and this was the only time I was down there I did that. I said, “You get on the right side of this issue. Give me an opinion that’s supportable here or you need to replace me.” We found out a way to get that information out when we needed to, which was handy, because a week later, I had two guys walk in from the Center for Disease Control, and they said, “We think the people that are running the shelter in Little Rock would probably like to know who left Louisiana and went there that has tuberculosis.” I said, “You’re right.” I went and asked the question; got the same answer. I said, “I know how to do this now.”
The other issue was absentee voting. The State of Louisiana, New Orleans wanted to come to us and figure out a way to distribute absentee ballots to these folks. For legal reasons, we couldn’t do that either. This became a huge issue down there. If you think about it, 1.5 to 2 million people leave. If half of them don’t come back to the State of Louisiana, they lose one congressional seat. These are things you don’t ever get involved in in responses in the past—they just kind of overwhelmed this time around.

Loss of housing stock—I talked about that. Mortuary issues—I talked about that. Talked about loss of communications.

External resources—the last thing you need if you’re running a response is to have a faith-based organization show up from Utah and be told at I-10 that there’s no place for them to go, there’s no way to handle them, and they get turned around, because they immediately go to Channel 4.

You have resources, passion, commitment, and no way to apply it.

Coming out of the Lessons Learned report—especially Fran Townsend’s report to the president—are structured ways to involve NGOs, faith-based organizations, private sector, and even foreign investment.
We got into a big issue with the foreign MREs. They were packaged and shipped but not under U.S. Agricultural standards.

Let me see my arcane piece of information, but if you have people that are trying to help and it appears to them, for arbitrary reasons, that help is not being accepted, that doesn’t help you, doesn’t help them, and it’s a waste of resource.

I don’t know if any of you followed my confirmation, semi-soap opera that I was involved in—that was Senator Ensign regarding pets. Senator Ensign is a senator from Nevada. He’s a large animal vet. The issue with pets down there was much larger than anybody would think it is unless you’ve been down there. I am sure there are people who died with their pets there. One FEMA FCO, who will remain unnamed at this point, was out at the airport when they were trying to get people out, AirEvac them—airlines were saying people okay, pets no—made a command decision you’re taking pets—you got more people out. Those are the kinds of things that have to be locked into future changes to the NRP and the SOPs associated with the emergency support functions.
I put a task force together and we came up with a matrix on how you handle animal issues across all 15 ESFs. That’s been provided as part of the PFO training, but you have to constantly be working that kind of stuff. These folks, like faith-based organizations, are people to be dealt with because they bring considerable amount of capacity to the problem. There’s a limit to wraparound services that FEMA can provide at a trailer park that we set up outside Baton Rouge. If you get a faith-based organization involved, you get the social services, you get the kids to school, you get jobs, job assistance for the parents that are there—a whole lot of stuff comes with these folks that’s really good if you can get them into the system.

Lurking issues—I think this population management issue is something that, in my view, would be number one, if you were to ask me, because if you take the assumption that we can learn about what the results will be from a weapon of mass effect being used because we saw what happens when the levies were breached, what can you learn from that? Well, if it’s a biological attack, chemical attack, or nuclear attack, this whole issue of population management looms huge in my view. Associated with that is access security perimeter control—how do you know who’s coming where and who’s who—not only the population you’re dealing with, but your responders.

Getting back to the pets issue, we had people who were spray painting on the side of vans “FEMA Pet Rescue” who were taking pets from people who didn’t want their pets removed. How do you have assurance, certification, access, and so forth? How do you pre-do that ahead of time so you bring those forces to bear as soon as you can?
Interface between DoD law enforcement and private security. I walked in one morning at the JFO in Baton Rouge and there was a guy sitting there with a Blackwater shirt on. I went, whoa. Some of you may not know—Blackwater is a private security company, mostly former special forces. These are the kind of guys that protect the president of Iraq. I said, “What are you guys doing here?” It turns out they’re the low bidder, which was fine. I guess they need a way to redeploy their forces home and con us and give them a break before they send them back. I asked the guy how long he’d been there, and he said, “Oh, I’ve been here since the 26th of August.” This is like the second week of September. I said, “What were you doing on the 26th of August.” “We were brought in by a private telecommunications firm to penetrate New Orleans after the levies were breached to check the status of their equipment.”
You have law enforcement officers walking around New Orleans that lost everything except civilian clothes they were wearing, no credentials, carrying shoulder weapons. You have the 82nd Airborne and the Marine Corps walking around, operating under rules of engagement for DoD, and you have a whole bunch of law enforcement guys flown in to try to help. Nobody’s wearing the same uniform. I’m telling you for one of these big events, this will become an issue that probably needs to be treated ahead of time.

There is also an ongoing issue of when do you bring DoD in as a lead, which is being discussed at the national policy level—I won’t get to that.

Why a PFO? You need a PFO when, by definition, it exceeds what either statutorily or capacity-wise an FCO can do. If it doesn’t, you don’t need a PFO and you shouldn’t have one there—as far as delineating responsibilities—because if there’s something else happening that requires that higher-level organization or a value at proposition, we’ll put that layer over the top of it; if not, you have FCOs that are perfectly qualified to do this. You never know who you will run into.

I want to stop here and respond to questions from you now.

QUESTIONS:

Question: There seems to be a great deal of discussion about the mobile trailers. There were numerous reports on television, all sorts of discussion about why FEMA was unable to get the trailers to the areas that were needed. Do you have any insight on that?

Answer: I do, but let me preface it with this comment: I was sent down there to be a PFO for a response, but I got moved over into—that’s when I said I need to write an exit criteria and give it to the secretary. The travel trailers were a challenge for a couple of reasons. Immediately following the event, when they thought there might be catastrophic losses that exceeded what actually occurred, there was action taken immediately at FEMA headquarters through acquisition to get in the pipeline—at that point, up to 300,000 travel trailers or mobile homes. Just get them going. The way the procurement was set up, those travel trailers were delivered to inventory stocking points in each one of the States—some Alabama, Texarkana, Baton Rouge, and so forth. Then there was a separate contract issued—an ITAC contract that was issued—for the installation of the trailers. The four large—there was Fluor, Shaw, Bechtel, CH2MHill. 

I’m not sure it’s an unrecoverable error, but you lose windows throughout the time because once you commit to an acquisition like that, you’re committed. What we had was the entire travel trailer response for the largest natural disaster in the history of the country was going to be executed by commercial contracts awarded to four different contractors, contingent on government-furnished equipment. Right then my confidence level started dropping.

Then you get down to the lower end and you figure out where you will put them. You have to have water, sewer, and electricity, otherwise you can’t put them in, for health and safety reasons. How do you get legal permission to do it? How do you establish right of entry?

I go to Hancock County, Mississippi, and they’ve taken all the deeds that were flooded and do you know what they did with them? They froze them. If you want to save paper that’s wet, you freeze it, and you dry it out while it’s frozen.

So in the middle of all of this, you have to get into the FEMA enrollment system, enroll and be authorized to have a travel trailer, and you go in and queue through their computer system. All that’s supposed to end up at the end, where somebody walks up to their own house or the cement slab where their house used to be, you give them a key, and put them in their travel trailer. This is a very, very hard thing to do. Easy when you have a small number, but this dwarfs anything that had ever been done by FEMA before.
There were a whole bunch of things here: it was the entire concept of how to produce a trailer at the end when you didn’t have cradle-to-grave responsibility in one entity, where there was a contractor of the government responsible for it. Then, at the end, you were dealing with counties in Mississippi, parishes in Louisiana, and in some cases, you were dealing with local political decisions on where trailers would go and where they wouldn’t go. There were actually some parishes in Louisiana that would say, if you’re not from this parish, we don’t want anybody in trailers here.

What it boiled down to was rather than have a uniform process to assign travel trailers, if you’ve seen one trailer site, you’ve seen one trailer site.

Question from Bill Gentry, University of North Carolina: When we have our first event this summer and local and State governments are making prudent decisions, will there still be that forward footprint established and do you see possibilities of addressing over-response?

Answer: They’re already trying to certify the evacuation plans for Louisiana as we speak. There has been a concerted effort for the last 6 or 7 weeks to do that. There will be some deployment of JFOs to put a footprint down, establish coms and actually link back to provide a common operation picture to the secretary, despite the fact that hurricane season started on 1 June. This is an ongoing effort that will continue incrementally to improve. We have pre-designated PFOs and FCOs for each region. How much you want to pre-load all of that ahead of time and be prepared to act—I think everybody knows you don’t want to meet somebody for the first time at 2 in the morning when you’re trying to respond to a disaster, so that’s kind of what we’re doing. 

It would be absolutely normal if we over-respond this year. I’m not sure that’s a bad thing, because we’ve had such a short time cycle between the hurricane seasons to fix some of the doctrinal stuff we’re talking about here. I’m not sure overwhelming one of these events with good intention and resources is not a good insurance policy for the country and I think will happen anyway politically.
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