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Good morning. How are you? Good to see you, and thank you for the opportunity to be here to share my thoughts with you. I hope it will be interesting to you and, of course, I hope it will be well-received as well, but I also want to thank Kay Goss, who is in the audience, who worked with me at FEMA and did such a great job, and also the Arkansas Tech University folks who are here. Where are you? Back in the back. They should be on the front row, but they are the professors of the Emergency Management college degree program at Arkansas Tech University, and that was the program that Kay Goss and myself worked with Arkansas Tech University in 1997, to start creating an Emergency Management college degree program to professionalize emergency management. I think Kay said earlier there are like 127 schools now doing this program, which is fantastic, because the more professionals we can get, the better leaders we will get and the better emergency managers we will get to help build safer communities across our country and better systems.

Arkansas Tech University now has elevated their college degree program to a master’s degree program. What’s really interesting is 98 percent of the students graduating at Arkansas Tech University are being placed in jobs. I guess more than half of those students are being placed in corporate, like Wal-Mart and other corporations, which is a good thing.

So what Kay diligently worked on and myself has come to be something really great for our nation and we’re really proud of that and proud of what they’re doing. 

But we’re also proud of Emmitsburg and what you continue to do to provide the foundation of training for not only emergency management but public safety across the board for our nation. Back when I was director of FEMA, I think you guys did something like 10,000 students one of those years, which is fantastic. I think we need more funding and education in training. We need more funding for mitigation training. I’m a firm believer that public awareness and education is the most important tool that we can have in building better and safer communities and a better and safer country.

Today I want to visit with you a little bit about leadership and change and how change can happen. It takes a leader who has a vision and who believes that change can happen, but making that happen within an organization or even a corporation, it’s important that you give people an opportunity to participate, to be part of that change. That can only happen if you make sure people understand that you’re going to empower them to do their job and do it well and you will support them with the tools they need to do that job.
Over the years I have found that a good leader, the best thing in the world you can do is to share your beliefs, share your values, share your goals, share your vision, and then get out of the way and let people do their job. That’s so important.

I never will forget after we had reorganized FEMA and I was walking down to the floors, which I did quite often, just visiting with employees. I went in the flood mapping office, flood insurance, and this young lady had just hung up the phone, and she had this big smile on her face. I said, “Well, you look like you’re having a good day,” and I sat there on the corner of her desk visiting with her. She said, “You know, I really am.” I said, “Well why are you smiling so much?” She said, “I just got off the phone with the mayor who had called and wanted a flood map for her city, and I told her, I said, “Mayor, let me check and I will call you right back.” She said, “I checked, I found the flood map she wanted, I called her back, and I told her I was Fed Exing it to her today.” I said, “Well, that’s great.” She said, “Do you know what that mayor said?” I said, “No, what?” She said, “Am I talking to the Federal government?”
Dr. Sara Crumpacker, who is on the board of directors of the University of Virginia, is a dynamic lady, very persistent lady, and did a great job in establishing the customer training program in FEMA for all employees.

The customer part of an organization or a company is so important, particularly employees and managers and supervisors. Knowing who their customers are externally, but knowing also who their customers are internally and how you work with each other and being able to share information across the board. 

The biggest problem we have that I have seen a lot of times is the not sharing of information for people to be able to do their job and to support it, and the duplication of services that is not necessary because it takes time and money and it’s redundant. The customer service training program that we started, we trained the SES’ers and the political appointees first, and that was the most important thing. Then we started going down and training every employee. I could tell you—it made a huge difference. It made a difference in the morale, attitude, and kind of service we delivered every single day—not just during a disaster.
A lot of good things can happen if you, as a leader, clearly state your vision, goals, priorities, and have everyone working towards that mission. A good mission statement makes a world of difference when everybody understands the mission. I can tell you when we went on that three-day retreat and we had established the goals for the first year that we were at FEMA, we took the political appointees and the career SES’ers for a three-day retreat and said, here are our goals and priorities for the first year, here is the new organizational chart. We need a new mission statement and if you want to take away any of these goals or add to these goals, you can do that. 

Do you know what? I left, and I came back after three days. Do you know what happened? The SES career folks and the political folks became a team over those three days. Do you know what? It wasn’t my goals for the first year, it wasn’t my vision or mission statement—it was theirs, and they bought into it. It just worked so well.

I never will forget, after the reorganization, after we came back, I met with all the SES’ers in the conference room and I said, “I am going to ask you to do something that you probably have never done.” They said, “What’s that?” I said, “I’m going to ask you to be the associate director of a different division in FEMA.” You could have heard a pin drop. Of course, the first question was, “How many of my people can I take with me?” I said, “One.”
Do you know it had never been done, but we needed new ideas and thoughts in the new organization in different positions and divisions.

After the first year, I went out with a note to each one of them and I said, “If there’s anything else different that you want to do, let me know.” Did you know every single one of them sent me a note back and said, “This is the best thing that’s ever happened and I’m enjoying myself so much.” 

What had happened was over the years FEMA that had created this “good ole boy” system. And the “good ole boy” system was created, it was stovepiped. It was difficult to break those barriers down. It was difficult to get people to change.

They used to come up to my office and the conference room and would sit around the conference room and I would say, “Here’s a problem we have, here’s my thoughts and here’s my ideas, I’d like you to share yours with me.” These were career people. I said, “What do you think?” Everybody would just sit there. I would say, “Well, you must like my ideas and my thoughts, so I guess we’ll do it my way unless you are going to argue with me.”
Finally, they opened up and started arguing with me. Then finally they’d be pretty bold and tell me what they thought, which was good. What was amazing was that I trusted the career employees and they eventually I think, most of them, not all of them, trusted me, because used to be, going to a senior staff meeting, I’d hear some of them say, “Well, we’ll be here when you’re gone.” After the first term, I’d go in and say, “Well, I may be here when you’re gone.” It became a joke, and it became something we could all laugh about.

I would bring something up in a conference room or in a meeting and somebody would say, “You know, Director, we’ve never done it that way.” I said, “Why not?” Said, “Well, we’ve just never done it that way.” I put a sign on my desk that says, “Don’t tell me we’ve never done it that way,” and it stayed there the whole almost eight years I was there.

But it’s important to have the dialogue not only with just political—it’s important to have that dialogue with career employees. I think this is really important—every Tuesday, I had an open door policy. Any employee—it didn’t make a difference what grade level you were or who you were—could make an appointment, come up and see me. Or if you were in one of the ten regional offices, you could call in and make an appointment to talk. Every Tuesday. 

Boy, let me tell you something—those first few months, every Tuesday was busy. But what was interesting—I got to know people. I got to know who they were, what they were about, how their families were doing. I got to know them personally. It was important to me to know them and let them know that I cared about them, let them know that I was going to support them, no matter what grade level you were.

It doesn’t make any difference if it’s a Federal agency or a business or a corporation. If employees know you care about them and you will support them and you will empower them to do good work, if they make a mistake, you won’t fire them, you’ll help them to fix it, and that’s what I always tried to tell them—I’d rather you make as many decisions as you can make. If you make a mistake, we will fix it. We’ll all make mistakes. But we have to make decisions fast, and that’s what’s important. 

Let me just say a little bit about FEMA and the status of it. I never will forget the bombing of the Murrah building in Oklahoma City. It was the first time in the history of our nation that we had a presidential disaster declaration in a crime scene. It was interesting on the ground because I put a liaison with the FBI—Weldon Kennedy—and we put a liaison with ATF, and we provided the resources for the law enforcement side, just as we did for the city of Oklahoma City and the State of Oklahoma. We supported them with those resources, we brought in 15 national search and rescue teams. We removed 168 victims out of that building. One of the things we did was we brought DoD in, or the DMORT team, and x-ray capability to x-ray bodies to make sure there wasn’t any evidence that was in the bodies that the FBI or law enforcement might need. It was a very good team effort.
FEMA was an independent agency and I reported directly to the president. That was a terrorist event. If you take that model, that same model can work today, whether it’s a national disaster or a terrorist event.

Then you look at 9-11. FEMA did a really good job because FEMA was still intact and FEMA responded to 9-11 in New York and the Pentagon really well.

Then Senator Lieberman and them were pushing to create the Department of Homeland Security. I don’t think the president really wanted to do it, but finally, he bought into it, and the White House called me and asked me to come over and visit with them. I did for a couple of hours, and they wanted my thoughts about what the Department of Homeland Security should look like.
I told them, I said, look, the president and the country need something that’s functional now. My suggestion would be to take the INS Border Patrol and the intelligence-gathering and analysis and make that the foundation the first year, make it where it’s functional now, and then add those pieces as you grow and as you learn to it later, after the first year. Don’t combine 22 Federal agencies, 180,000 people under one cabinet secretary because I said, I’m telling you, it will not be functional in ten years. I still believe that. I said, do not put FEMA under the Department of Homeland Security. I said, FEMA can fulfill both missions. It has in the past and it can do it in the future. They can do it through the training and the exercise program, they can do it in the response program, and they can do it through the pre-mitigation program.
Well, they did it, and it broke my heart to see what happened to FEMA and to the career employees and to emergency management as a whole across this country. I still believe today—and I’ve been very vocal about this—and I told Andy Card—he called me when Hurricane Katrina hit, and I would share information with Andy Card because I felt it was important for Governor Blanco and I felt it was important for FEMA and the White House. I said, “I’ll share you the good and the bad, and if you don’t like it, I’m sorry.” So we had a good dialogue quite often about what was going on. I said, “But Andy, I’ll never quit saying or talking about FEMA needs to be an independent agency, cabinet level. I will never stop doing that.” He said, “I wouldn’t ask you to.”
But when you take the positions, you take the heart out of an agency, you take the preparedness out of an agency, you take the grants program out of an agency, you do not fund the EMPG, the emergency management programs like they need to, then you minimize mitigation to the level that it’s been minimized. We worked hard for eight years to elevate mitigation to the point that not only pre-disaster mitigation but post-disaster mitigation by changing the Stafford Act for 15 percent of the total cost of the disaster and building back better and safer communities. Every State have a statewide mitigation plan and every community have one. Do you know what? We saved a lot of property, a lot of lives with that program.

But if you go back and look at Katrina and Rita—and I was down there in the operations center and I can’t tell you how many wonderful career FEMA employees were there working their hearts out—and DAEs. But I can tell you that there was a lack of support for the leadership in the decision process that people had to make and could not make because it had to go back to Washington. You cannot have that. If your FCO cannot make a decision for the director of FEMA or the president, then why do you have an FCO?

If you are now going to include having a PFO, why do you need an FCO? It’s about the kind of leadership that you need on the ground to make the decisions and make them very quickly because it could save a life. And that leadership is not there. There is a huge void. Any of you can go out and look at this—what has happened across our nation: we are less prepared today than we have ever been in the history of our government. When you go down to State and local government right now, State government has shifted emergency management people out of the emergency management natural hazards program into the terrorism program. Do you know why? Because that’s where the funding is. And do you know what’s happening? Last year Texas went out with an RFP to outsource their entire public assistance program because they didn’t have enough trained people to do public assistance. Guess what? Virginia called us. We’re now bidding on—Virginia is outsourcing their entire public assistance program because they don’t have enough people. Rhode Island called us. They’re outsourcing their entire public assistance debris management program, everything, because they don’t have enough people. They don’t have enough funding in emergency management. They don’t have enough training money in emergency management. They don’t have enough exercise money in emergency management. 

I know people will say, oh, no, homeland security is an all hazard. That’s bull. Folks, I’m serious. We need a groundswell to tell Congress and the administration that this is not working. Homeland security and anti-terrorism programs are important—don’t get me wrong. Funding of the public safety, the police, and the fire is important—don’t get me wrong. But I will tell you something: emergency management in this country is equally important and I will tell you, if you go to State and local government, who does the planning, the training, and the exercises? Emergency management. It’s not there.
I went down to Baton Rouge recently and George Foresman was there, who is a great guy and a good friend and I think the world of him. A lot of the Homeland Security folks were there and they were meeting with Governor Blanco and her entire cabinet and had been meeting for four hours to walk through being better prepared for this hurricane season, which was important. But what was interesting is after they finished—and like I say, I got in on the tail-end of it—I said, “Governor, how was the session, how did it go, did it help you a great deal?” She said, “I’m really not sure.” They did a good job, but the problem is you cannot have a department like Homeland Security that has the mission that it has and have FEMA under the Department of Homeland Security with a different mission and a different role and responsibility and you cannot have a captain of two different ships the way it’s tracking now. I think it’s so important that the director of FEMA report directly to the president because Secretary Chertoff made a comment a few months ago about now that FEMA is under the Department of Homeland Security, FEMA has more resources than they’ve ever had.
Let me tell you something: I didn’t have to go through a secretary of Homeland Security, I didn’t have to go through a deputy secretary, I didn’t have to go through anyone. And if needed, DoD, or HHS, or the Corps of Engineers—they were all in the ops center with us; they were part of the Federal Response Plan, they were part of everything we did. DoD was fantastic working with us—every Federal agency was. They loved their mission. They said, “You tell us what you need; we’ll fulfill that mission.” We didn’t have delays. 

I never will forget we were in the Virgin Islands after Hurricane Marilyn. Flew down there and the airport was destroyed, all the infrastructure was gone—everything. There was a young man there at the airport, young army guy, and he had one of those really nice radios set up out there so we could talk back to Washington. I had been waiting on the C17’s and those C141’s to come in with the water, plastic sheeting, and all the supplies we needed immediately, because they had told me it would be there a certain hour of that day and they hadn’t gotten there yet. I went over to him and I said, “Get me the secretary of the Air Force.” “Sir?” I said, “Get me the secretary of Air Force.” “You really want me to do that?” I said, “Yes, right now.” And he did, and I got hold of the secretary—I shouldn’t have done this, because it really put a lot of burden on a lot of the people that were under the secretary working with us and for us—but got on the phone, and I said, “Mr. Secretary, could you check for me to see where those planes are?” Of course, that was not good—I shouldn’t have done that, but I did. And he said, “Let me check and I’ll call you right back.” And he did, and he said, “They should be there.” I said, “Well, sir, they’re not here, but maybe they’ll get here pretty quick.” He said, “If they’re not there in the next four hours, you call me.” I said, “Okay.”

The governor of the Virgin Islands was standing on the tarmac waiting on me because we were going to get on a helicopter and fly over the damaged area. About the time we were getting on the helicopter, I’ll tell you what—I never saw so many planes lined up with lights on coming into that airport. The governor said, “Boy, that was fast.” I said, “We’ve got a good Air Force.”
It was a joy to work at FEMA and with the other Federal agencies and it was a joy to see those smiles and those Thank You’s from not only employees but also from the people we were there to serve. I think the most important thing we all can remember as managers and leaders is the fact that if we are in an agency or a business, it’s that leadership that matters. It really does. And it’s caring about who works with you and for you. It really matters.
I think it’s so important that leaders set the example and it makes a big difference. But I think leaders need the capability and the background and the experience for the position and their roles and responsibility no matter what it is. But educating young people today—or even old folks like us—to be better public servants, to be better leaders in emergency management or homeland security is really important because the people we train today will be the people serving tomorrow, and next year, that’s going to be making those decisions, that’s going to be fighting the battles on the front line from natural hazards as well as terrorism. So what we do today could impact where we will be in the future.

I want to close with this—I’m going to state this again: FEMA should be an independent agency, funded, staffed, cabinet-level, and I will always believe that. I think Dave Paulison is a great leader, I think Dave Paulison will be a good director, but I think Dave Paulison needs to be empowered to do his job.

Let me close with this, and if you have any questions, I’ll be happy to take them. There’s a minister in Argentina that shared this with Lea Ellen and I at a fundraiser for the John Leland Seminary; and some of you have heard this story, but I believe it fits us well in where we are today. He said in Argentina, they have a saying that says, if you’re not part of planting the trees of the future, you do not deserve the honor of standing in the shade of the trees of the past.

Let me tell you something, folks: we have a lot of trees to plant, and how we plant them will make a difference. Training and education is so important, and I hope and pray we all do our job well, because if we don’t, then we won’t get to stand in the shade—I guarantee you. Thank you. I’ll be happy to take any questions you have.

Dr. Blanchard: I’ll relate one more James Lee Witt story, not only—I noted how James Lee Witt changed FEMA and of course, he changed emergency management. He also changed my life because when he moved, every SES’er in FEMA—John McKay was one of those SES’ers that came here as the superintendent of the Emergency Management Institute and asked me to come with him to do something with education and thus was born Kay Goss giving me that mission—the Higher Education project.

QUESTIONS:

Bill Nicholson: Tell me, Director Witt, one of the things that all of us appreciate here is just how much the Higher Education program has done to foster professional emergency management in this nation. What’s your thought on the fact that they have bottom-lined the funding at $39,000 a year?

James Lee Witt: I think it’s unacceptable and I think it’s a disgrace to the programs to do that. It just breaks my heart to see this, even cutting back on the EMPG program, even cutting back on 15 percent mitigation program to 7 1/2 percent. I think it should be fixed because the education part of this so critical. How in the world are we going to fulfill those positions and those roles out in the city, county, or State government, or even Federal government if we don’t have education as a tool to get good people training? It’s crazy.
Dr. Blanchard: I did not plant that question. And we did get a little bit more money this year specifically to support this conference. You’ll have to vouch—I did not plant that question.

Mike Selves: Mr. Witt, one question I’d like to ask you is, obviously, your position on the free FEMA—we’ve come to discuss the two bills we know about right now as the “free FEMA” bill and “fix FEMA” bill. If in fact we’re not able to free FEMA, what conditions would you suggest would be necessary to exist to have FEMA remain in DHS but be effective and to try to approximate the way it was, at least under your administration?
Mr. Witt: I really think what would work best is DHS be under FEMA, but I think if it’s not successful—and it’s pretty bipartisan effort on the Hill right now, because I have republicans and democrats calling me up on the Hill to meet with them about the legislation and I go up and meet with them because I feel very strong about it. If it stays under DHS, for FEMA to be successful, and even DHS to be successful, I think it will be important to put preparedness back under FEMA so they can do all-hazard preparedness with State and local government through the region and through FEMA Headquarters simply because that partnership and that relationship with State and local governments is so critical because you know this—if you don’t train together, plan together, and exercise together, you won’t be able to respond together. Preparedness needs to go back under FEMA. Part of the Grant Management Program with the fire grants and all of it needs to go back under FEMA.
This is my thought, but I think the U.S. Fire Administration should be back under FEMA—I really do, because of the education side of it. Then I think if you had a clear distinction that if it was a terrorist event, then the secretary would be responsible for the coordination. If it was a natural disaster, then the director of FEMA would be responsible for the coordination of all the resources of the Federal government, reporting directly to the president. I think that would be the only way it would work, but FEMA needs to be funded. FEMA needs to be funded and emergency management needs to be funded. 

If it didn’t come out from under DHS, I think that would be another solution that maybe could work.

Dr. Bissell: Director Witt, we have a group of academicians here and I’d like to ask you as an experienced emergency manager and director, what are the great unknowns? What are the driving questions that we as academicians should start to work on researching and share with our students so that together we can provide a little more information for future managers?

James Lee Witt: That’s a very good question, and I think that some of the things that we see today that I’ve been working on the last five years that definitely needs to be addressed were some national standards or at least through education of educating people about what’s available out there to not only support or augment their inoperability of public safety communications. It’s absolutely unbelievable—I was in Oregon, and we were meeting on an inoperability public safety meeting with the law enforcement, firefighters, emergency management paramedics at Higher Education and everyone in the room, and what was really interesting about it was I asked the chief of police, I said, “How do your deputies communicate with the sheriff’s deputies?” He said, “We agree to meet in a parking lot and roll the window down.” Now that’s in today’s world.

I think in education of new leaders in emergency management or public safety or homeland security, I think it’s really important that you bring in a public/private partnership with the private sector, whether it’s on a national, State, or local level, because I will tell you something: I see a lot of technology. We have companies coming in to us all the time and want us to represent them on their technology companies. Some we do; some we don’t, because some of that we don’t think is worth putting out there. But you know what’s interesting—a lot of it is very good, a lot of it could fix a lot of problems; and you know what’s happened? They don’t know who to go see. I say, “Well, have you called so-and-so in Homeland Security?” “We can’t get in.”
I promise you—everybody in the world is trying to help from the private sector and they can’t get an audience. I told George Foresman this—I said, you know, you guys ought to set up some kind of a screening program that will screen the technology, then you could make recommendations to State and local government through homeland security or public safety, and you ought to bring the private sector in to help you fix it because the technology out there available today is incredible.

I think part of that education is bringing people together in a public/private partnership is absolutely critical. The inoperability of public safety communications is critical, but I think also is building those relationships within the government is really critical because what I see right now, that relationship is fragmented—not just at FEMA but other Federal agencies as well. I don’t think that relationship or that partnership is there like it used to be—not from the people I hear from. 

I think getting people to the point where they can really fulfill their role and do their job—I think something like that is going to have to be created because if you look at the communication side of it, there still is no national standards for inoperability or the type of communications that State and local government need to abide. I haven’t seen them. If you all have seen them, I’d like to have a copy of them, but I haven’t seen them. 

There needs to be some national standards. If you are going to put $6 billion out there in public safety money for people to buy equipment with, there ought to be some kind of a standard that to buy it for it would make it inoperable.

Allen Smith: I have some friends in law enforcement—Federal and State. At the State and local level, it seems that the only standard that I’m hearing they seem to suddenly discover they really need to get on top of is that their officers be certified with the 1200 course and the 7800 course on NIMS and NRP. That doesn’t seem to be a realistic standard for law enforcement in relationship to how to interact with the NRP or with Homeland Security.

I’m curious as to why there seems to be such an absence of national standards and if you had any insight that you might have picked up, and I hear this from pretty senior commanders that they really aren’t clear on what standard they’re supposed to train to—the ICS system is something they have an idea about but aren’t real clear on. There just seems to be a real void there, and I wondered if you had any ideas.
James Lee Witt: Back when I was at FEMA, we adopted the Incident Command System as the national program and did training on it with the States and then they readopted it and acted like it was the first time it was ever thought about. Then they took the Federal Response Plan and redrafted, rewrote the Federal Response Plan. When they started rewriting the Federal Response Plan, they hired another company to rewrite to a National Response Plan and did not ask the State directors of emergency management what their thoughts were, or FEMA. Then, when they messed it up, they gave it back to FEMA to fix it, which was interesting—spend $3 or $4 million to do that and it wouldn’t work.

What’s interesting today is that after you look at what happened two years ago in Florida, you look at what happened in Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas, and Alabama this last season, what’s interesting was the National Response Plan has never been really exercised, nobody has ever been trained on it. I don’t think the Federal agencies have even been trained on it or have even been exercised.

Do you know what’s really interesting? If you go and you search the Internet, and if you’re trying to find a Homeland Security conference—I’m talking about a training conference—did you know we cannot find one for the rest of this year? If any of you universities want to do something really, really creative, start putting some conferences together at the universities—particularly higher education—to bring people in there to really train them to the level they need to be. Look for yourself—it’s not there. 

I go to a lot of conferences, and what’s happening is a lot of the breakout sessions in some of the conferences are nothing to the level they need to be anymore. If we’re facing today what we’re facing from the terrorism and natural disasters, and we’re seeing more events, more devastating, and more frequent than we’ve ever seen in the history of our country, why in the devil are we elevating everything else up to meet that? There’s a lot that needs to be done and a short time to do it in if we’re going to be to the level we are. I don’t see it happening very fast.
Arthur Oyola-Yemaiel, North Dakota State University: What do you think about the EMAP process of accreditation for State and local jurisdictions to professionalize the field the emergency management?
James Lee Witt: I think it’s better today than it has been in many years, I think because there are more professionals with better educations in emergency management than we’ve ever had before with more universities offering these courses. I think we’re still a long way from where we need to be.

I think that one of the things that we’re missing is in training emergency management. It’s not just training them in emergency management—they need to be trained in the rules and regulations of Federal disaster programs because everything from debris programs to all the public assistance programs, the individual assistance programs, sheltering programs—they need to be trained to the level that they can get out there on the ground and hit the ground running. We’re not there yet, but we need to get there.

We get called all the time about putting on debris courses, debris monitoring and we’re training people to stay out of trouble in emergency management. For people in the disaster, what should the process be, what should you do so FEMA is not having to de-obligate money from you? A lot of those little things need to be done.

In the mitigation side of it, there’s very little mitigation training going on anymore except maybe here. That needs to be part of the curriculum, pre- and post-; but they need to understand the rules and regulations of it—not just identifying the risks, planning to minimize that risk. They need to know before and after what’s available, what should they do, what should they have in place that would make them eligible. I hope we can help change that because it’s really important.
Professor Rick Sylves, University of Delaware: I’m interested in why things went as badly as they have over the past six years since you’ve left the office. What reasons could you give for why we’re in the predicament we are now? Is this a fallout of 9/11? Is it because we didn’t sell emergency management adequately enough? Is it because the people in office after 9/11 thought that emergency management could be expanded to include new types of people and new types of functions and that hasn’t happened yet? What reasons can you give for the political predicament that you see emergency management in today?

James Lee Witt: I think it started—of course, after 9/11, it really started to go downhill when the Department of Homeland Security was created—I’m not being disrespectful or mean or to be critical of anyone, because I don’t believe in that, but I think it boils down to the type of leadership you have in place. Joe Allbaugh came in after me, and Joe Allbaugh is a good guy—he just has a different management style. Mike Brown is a good guy, but Mike was dealt a hand that—I told him this. I said, “You’ve been dealt a hand that’s going to be difficult for you to succeed.” One of the things that was good about President Clinton was he let me interview every single political appointee. I have to say that most of the ones we got had some experience.

But I think what really made the difference in us was the fact that we used the career employees. In my office, Bill Tidball was a career—he was my chief of staff for a while. Jane Bullock became my chief of staff—she was career. My secretary was a career—Matreece (phonetic)—and Elsie that works here, and the only political person I had in that office was Michael Coin (phonetic)—he was my assistant. In the deputy director’s office was the other political person, so everybody in our director’s suite were career people. 

I think it’s the style of the management and it’s the background and the experience of that management can make the difference. If it’s not there, it can be detrimental, because anybody in a Federal agency, if you do not trust the career employees and believe in them, I can tell you they’re not going to believe in you and they aren’t going to follow you, and they’re not going to work for you the way they would otherwise.
Lea Ellen would come over to the office and we’d walk around and visit with employees. Christmas, everybody wanted to take pictures. Have you ever stood in line for five hours to take pictures and smile? But you know it was important, and Lea Ellen and I both cared about FEMA and its employees and I think most of them, I would say, cared about us. That’s what leadership is about.

I just don’t think it was there and I think that’s when the morale went down and that’s when it started to go down and I think that anytime you see an agency in the Federal government with a secretary or a director of that agency, if they don’t involve and trust the career employees that have a world of worth of experience—you know, I didn’t always agree with them, but I trusted them. They didn’t always agree with me, but they trusted me, too, and so we had a good working team working relationship. I think that’s what’s missing. I think it truly is.

It’s interesting—a lot of the employees at FEMA call me and email me and tell me, said, you know, I saw the director on the elevator the other and was talking, hadn’t met him yet, and I was talking to him and said, you know, he didn’t really want to talk to me. The people weren’t even allowed to go up in the director’s suite unless they had sent papers up before or paperwork or appointments or something. That’s not good.

I never will forget the first morning I was there, standing at the elevators at FEMA and shaking hands with everybody that came in at 6:30 in the morning, introducing myself, and said, “Hi, I’m James Lee Witt.” A lot of them would come in with their briefcase and their head down and I thought they were going to a funeral. You know? It’s true. 

I never will forget this one guy came in, he had his head down and was carrying his briefcase, kind of slugging in there, you know. And I said, “Hi, I’m James Lee Witt.” He looked up at me and shook and went, “Huh,” got on the elevator, and went up. About ten minutes later he comes back down the same elevator and has this big grin on his face and says, “Hell, I just realized who you were.”
It’s working together, having fun together, and just becoming a team is so important. I think probably the DoD does it better than anyone. It’s a team effort. I copied a lot of DoD’s stuff—they do a good job and do it right.

I never will forget going over to the Pentagon and sitting up and overlooking down into the, I guess it was the planning and ops center that they had. I never will forget that young man and that young woman giving a briefing of all the conflicts all around the world, sitting there with the Joint Chiefs. Incredible briefing. But you know what? They trusted those people, and I think trust has a big part of it.

Today in Washington, the trust factor is just gone. It’s sad to say; it’s sad to see this. But you know what? We’re trying to build trust. Every day we just work, building relationships and try to do what we can to help. But it’s sad to see.

Mark Whitney: Hi. It’s been a pleasure to have known you all of these years, and thank you for your public service.

I wanted to ask a quick question with reference to an issue that was well-documented again: Katrina as far as a major problem—the lack of adequate mapping and mapping with a standard reference system, a standard map grid on it for all the different search and rescue teams and the different agencies so that they can be speaking the same map language. Your paper five years ago, almost, on that subject was I think a landmark moment in that issue because we had leadership speaking out and even congratulating the current White House on their leadership up to the point. That issue: What are you hearing in Washington, D.C.? Where has the leadership gone on that issue because as you know, Hurricane Andrew, we learned that lesson; Hurricane Katrina, we learned it again in spades; and I’m just wondering what you know about that issue?

James Lee Witt: It’s a very important issue. We did an exercise in Arkansas when I was the director of FEMA and we involved the ham radio operators as part of our operation, we involved the Civil Air Patrol, we involved everybody that could walk and stand at the same time. What was interesting, we did this huge exercise—1500 people involved in it, on the New Madrid. The Civil Air Patrol on the critique of why it washed out for the exercise said, you know, director, we need a grid map system for Arkansas, because if we’re flying up looking for someone in a particular county, if we have a grid of that county, we can do it much more efficiently.

Do you know what? Working with the Civil Air Patrol, getting some funding to do this, we did a statewide grid system for the State of Arkansas. The State police loved it, we loved it, firefighters loved it, Civil Air Patrol loved it, State forestry loved it—everybody. It worked. Not to have a national grid system in this country with GIS and everything we have today is absolutely a shame because you know how much more effective that would be and how much more capability that would give us? Particularly, in situations like Katrina and Rita, the Coast Guard, the DMORT teams that were going out in these houses and searching. 

I think it’s so important and I’m encouraged by what I hear. I think this is going to happen and I think we all should be behind it and pushing it.
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