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1st Round of Thursday, June 7th, Afternoon Breakout Session

Current Research on Disaster: Political Science

The breakout session titled “Current Research on Disaster: Political Science” was presented via Power Point on Thursday, June 7, 2007, as part of the 10th Annual FEMA Higher Education Conference. Presenters included Dr. Saundra K. Schneider and Dr. Richard T. Sylves and was moderated by Dr. Bill Newmann. Topics of discussion included Dr. Schneider’s forthcoming book Flirting with Disaster: Public Management in Crisis Situations (2nd Edition) as well as an overview of Dr. Sylves joined efforts with the Public Entity Risk institute (PERI) to create a manipulative database of Presidential Disaster Declarations. The information from these two presentations is summarized in the following.

PRESENTATION BY DR. SCHNEIDER


The book Flirting with Disaster: Public Management in Crisis Situations (2nd Edition) is a follow-up to Dr. Schneider’s initial book by the same title published in 1995. The concept for the books originated with research on governmental disintegration in the face of major disasters. Dr. Schneider noted that disasters tend to illuminate the overall performance of political systems. As a result, the link between the existing political systems and the human reaction to those systems becomes readily apparent under disaster circumstances. Understanding and bridging any gaps that emerge is important for improving not only governmental response but also the public’s reaction to that response. In doing so, crisis management can become more of a solution to a problem rather than a crisis itself.

Dr. Schneider’s second edition book begins by examining the nature of crisis situations. Term definitions and connotations, perspectives on public policymaking and agenda-building, and the overall context of crisis conditions are discussed. The government’s involvement in crisis events is then explored. Dr. Schneider explains that the government’s involvement in crisis situations parallels its involvement in other policy issues on many levels. The rationale for this involvement is also noted. The book continues with a discussion of the U.S. response system’s basic characteristics including the objectives of FEMA and DHS and the response structure. Multiple problems of the governmental response systems are noted in the book, many of which existed prior to 9/11. Some of these problems include communication, redundancy, and red tape. The book then moves toward citizen behavior in crisis situations on the individual, community, and societal level. The scope of emergent norms, or unconventional human behavior as a result of a crisis, is determined to be proportional to the scope of the event. The gap between these emergent norms and the bureaucratic norms, or the planned governmental response policies, leads to the dissolve of an effective governmental response. Multiple factors affect the size of the gap including disaster magnitude and the media. The gap often determines the pattern of program implementation: top-down, bottom-up, or confusion patterns. Each of these topics significantly influences the public’s perception of how well the government responded.

The second edition book differs from the first in that it examines several more recent disasters in the U.S. Hurricane Katrina is one of the focal studies. The author concludes with recommendations for change and a discussion of the obstacles impeding effective crisis management. A look into the future of crisis management is also included. Dr. Schneider notes that while it is possible to restore the linkage between the government and the public in a post-Katrina society, doing so will require political will, bureaucratic changes, and citizen support in order to reconnect citizens to citizens and citizens to government. Flirting with Disaster: Public Management in Crisis Situations (2nd Edition) will be available in 2008.
PRESENTATION BY DR. SYLVES

Dr. Sylves’s topic for presentation was Presidential Disaster Declarations. The first Presidential Disaster Declaration was made under the Eisenhower Administration. As of June 4, 2007, there have been 1,705 such declarations. On average, a disaster declaration is requested every two weeks and one is granted every three weeks. A joint endeavor by Dr. Sylves and PERI compiled all the information relevant to Presidential Disaster Declarations from 1950-2006 into a manipulative website for public use. The compiled information yields a picture of disasters spatially over the past six decades. The presentation compared a similar FEMA site to the PERI site.


FEMA’s Presidential Disaster Declaration site is useful to a degree but is not as thorough as the PERI website. The FEMA site is searched via disaster number, which maybe inconvenient if the researcher does not know that number. Up-to-date information is provided, but the information relevant to older disasters is not maintained. Furthermore, the cost information for the disasters with Presidential Declarations is not provided. On the other hand, the FEMA site does offer some GIS maps with pertinent information.


The PERI site is different on several accounts. The site was created for multiple reasons. First, the information was difficult to obtain despite its pertinence. Second, state Offices of Emergency Management need to have easy access to usable information of this nature for a multitude of purposes including planning and mitigation. Third, such a site will improve public education on Presidential Disaster Declarations and their spatial applications. Finally, this information will aid researchers across a genre of academic and practical fields. Information is cataloged from May 1953 to October 2006 and continues to be updated. Searches for Presidential Disaster Declarations are conducted via state, county, disaster type, date or timeframe, and GIS map clicking. The following list describes the features that are not included on the FEMA site but are provided by the PERI site: cost information for funds going to states, information on Presidential Disaster Declaration turndowns as of 2005, links to disaster information and emergency management, a key code that explains the variables, begin and end dates of the declarations, information about the declaration process, and a graph production capability. During the session, the conference attendants who tried the PERI site for the first time found it to be very user-friendly and a good source of information. Instructors covering Presidential Disaster Declarations should consider directing their students to this site. The web address is as follows: www.peripresdecusa.org

Both presentations were very informative. The information sources highlighted are useful in multiple disciplines, including academia and emergency management. Such current resources will benefit researchers in a variety of fields.
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