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Picking up the Pieces: Asking the Right Questions and Learning the Right Lessons—Hurricane Katrina and the Pennsylvania Winter Storms

Jennifer Holt Thamer, James Lee Witt Associates 

Website of James Lee Witt Associates: http://www.wittassociates.com/
Background: Ms. Thamer of James Lee Witt Associates (JLWA) has been involved with emergency management issues and served in a coordination role for the Pennsylvania Campus Ready Initiative that helped build partnerships between schools and local emergency managers (see www.readycampus.org), and as a team member to develop the Report on the City of Philadelphia’s Emergency Preparedness, where she led the subcommittee on vulnerable populations. Investigative work done by JLWA has also included a report for the New York Power Authority that evaluated emergency preparedness around the Indian Point Power Plant and a report after 2003 Hurricane Isabel for Pepco Holdings.

Presentation: Discussion of the Independent Report on the Mid-February 2007 Winter Storm

· Executive Summary

http://www.wittassociates.com/upload/wysiwyg/PAExecSummary.pdf
· Full Report

http://www.wittassociates.com/upload/wysiwyg/PAReport.pdf 

In February of 2007, after a major winter storm in Pennsylvania caused 150 miles of interstate highways to be blocked and some motorists to be stranded for more than 20 hours, Governor Rendell called on JLWA to conduct an independent third party report. The goals of the report were to determine what happened during the storm response to and to find ways to improve emergency response coordination.

The winter storm of 2007 began on February 13th and 14th.  Precipitation and low temperatures created hardened ice covered by snow that blanketed roadways and made driving extremely dangerous. While these conditions made roadways virtually impassable, the roads were not officially closed until February 16th and 17th, and finally cleared off by transportation work crews. Response problems cited in the investigation included disconnection between the public and government services, and lack of information shared between the state and localities. 

After the February 16th request from the Governor, JLWA went to work investigating the response in order to produce a report within a month. Investigation for the report included interviews and reviews of records from Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency (PEMA), the Pennsylvania State Police, the National Guard, the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PennDOT), the Office of the Governor, local government officials, and other emergency management directors. The investigation also included a review of an estimated 1400 pages of emails from citizens who had become trapped on the roads during the storm. The report looked at response to the winter storm by neighboring states and compared their degree of emergency preparation with the different outcomes. 


The report found that problems present on an ongoing basis presented on a larger scale during the 2007 winter storm response. Issues included the need for role clarification for state police and others involved with closing roadways, and communication of messages between agencies and to the public. Interagency communication was hampered or failed to take place all together where there was no situational awareness at the top level. 

Review of PennDOT operations found that few mandatory requirements existed for emergency response. Headquarters had provided only guidelines for their district and local offices. This decentralized organizational structure complicated emergency coordination. A number of managers and district officials at PennDOT had not had experience with responding to winter storms, and many new employees had not received training on the scope of their emergency response duties. Where policy guidance existed, it was not enforced.  For example, there was a lack of oversight from headquarters on staffing policies. Allocation of resources was also problematic. An example from Berks County was identified where there were only enough allocated personnel to staff snow removal equipment for one 12 hour shift.  Information on the conditions of roadways was not made available to the public before or after the storm hit in order for them to understand how road conditions were impacted. Electronic highway information signs were either not working or not updated, the PennDOT customer information phone line did not provide current information during the storm and the PennDOT website did not provide updated or accurate information. 

The Pennsylvania State Police did position troopers at the on/off ramps.  The JLWA report cited communication problems with no information flow from officers in the field to supervisors, as no overall incident command structure was in place. As an example, the Police Commissioner first learned about the roadway problems from the storm from a fellow cabinet secretary who was stuck on the highway on February 14th. The investigation also identified pockets of local response that was successful for beginning to coordinate the set-up of shelter and distribution of food to stranded motorists but the overall lack of coordination and lack of common operating picture meant there were significant complications in executing an effective response.

The level of preparedness for the 2007 winter storm event by the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency event was not up to par with the actuality of the situation. The current policy of PEMA is to elevate the level of emergency response based on information reported by agency authorities but during the storm, they did not receive word from any authorities at the state level in order to begin facilitating the implementation of the National Incident Management System (NIMS) so the proper incident command structure was not in place for overall emergency coordination. As an agency, PEMA did not understand the severity of event and therefore did not call on the Governor for emergency declaration. Within PEMA, there were internal problems with delegation of responsibilities and clear delineation of skill sets according to each job position. 

The National Guard was also involved in the winter storm response after receiving a verbal activation request on February 14th.  Although ready to respond immediately, their efforts to assist stranded motorists with food distribution and supplies were delayed until noon on February 15th  as they awaited guidance from PEMA.


Overall, JLWA’s findings on the Pennsylvania winter storm response lead to recommendations that the Governor take a leadership role in transforming emergency management culture in the state, that state agencies fully integrate NIMS into their public safety efforts, that the roles and responsibilities for agencies responding to disasters be better defined, that a joint information center be set up during a large scale incident, that state and local officials work together to create an improved traffic direction plan, and that vertical and horizontal information sharing take place. The report assessed the needs for emergency planning that can be transformed from written policies into response practice that properly protects the safety of the public.

R. Steven Daniels, Ph.D., Department of Public Policy and Administration, 

California State University, Bakersfield (CSUB)

E-mail: rdaniels@csub.edu 

Background: Dr. Daniels teaches Emergency Management and Homeland Security at CSUB.  Dr. Daniels’ work has included research on the topics of emergency management and homeland security, aging policy, welfare policy and legislative roll call voting.

Presentation: Hurricane Katrina Response and Proposed Strategies for the Revitalization of Federal Emergency Management

· Website of International Association of Emergency Managers (IAEM): http://www.iaem.com/
· A summary of the survey appeared in the IAEM Bulletin (Vol. 24, no. 2), February 2007, pp. 8-9).
· Link to survey: www.surveymonkey.com/s.asp?u=828682038166

Professor Daniels first developed the survey of state and local emergency managers to evaluate Katrina response and propose strategies for the revitalization of federal emergency management. To announce the survey, an email with link to Daniels’ survey was sent out by the International Association of Emergency Managers to all of its 3,694 members. The survey results analyzed in the study were collected from April to July 2006. The study yielded 111 responses (response rate of 3%). Survey response came from all 10 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) regions, 65% of all states and territories, along with 4 Canadian provinces and 1 Australian state. The counties in the study represented 26% of the total U.S. population. 
 The survey included both open-ended and close-ended questions. Overall, the survey covered four basic themes: types of catastrophic disaster (subdivided into climactic and manmade), quality of local and state emergency plans, effectiveness of Katrina response, and strategies for revitalizing emergency management in the wake of Katrina.  The survey evaluations of the response to Katrina fell into three broad categories: response failures (plan execution, communication, and coordination) - 65%; planning, mitigation, preparedness, and resource failures - 49%; and poor leadership - 29%.  The emergency managers identified six basic strategies for improving federal emergency management: separating emergency management and homeland security functions - 34%; recruiting expertise and experience - 32%; restructuring and refunding FEMA - 28%; improving intergovernmental coordination - 23%; refocusing on comprehensive emergency management - 22%; and improving preparedness and training – 22%.
Response failures: At all levels, respondents believed that failure to execute emergency plans and communications failures presented significant problems in disaster response to Hurricane Katrina. Many of the trends reported as response problems had previously been identified in Hurricane Pam exercises conducted in Baton Rouge, Louisiana a year before Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast states.  The survey results also showed the emergency managers’ views that accurate weather forecasts save lives, and the belief in the necessity of all levels of government to understand the potential consequences of what one respondent described as the “predictable surprise” of disaster events.
Planning, mitigation, preparedness and resource failures: Some of the worst problems seen from the Katrina response were the lack of flood mitigation procedures and planning before the disaster, and the coordination for mass evacuation afterwards. Respondents cited ongoing problems with the degree of hazard and risk analysis done in emergency planning. More specifically, the survey identified needs for vulnerability analysis of area emergency operations centers. In addition to needs for reliance on improved hazard and risk information, respondents thought that emergency management plans overall could be organized in a more clean and professional manner, with 30% of respondents citing emergency plan completeness as a problem. 
Poor leadership: Inadequate state and local leadership were seen as having some of the most detrimental impacts on disaster response to Katrina. Poor leadership was evidenced by failure to educate the public, the political appointment of unqualified emergency managers, disconnection in communication, failure to channel appropriate messages through the media, and the assignment of blame detracting from the overall mission of protecting the public’s safety and health.
These survey responses provide a range of strategies for improving all stages of emergency management.  To address identified emergency response problems, some respondents pointed to the need for the public and various agencies to realize the limitations on response. A small number of respondents wanted to take FEMA out of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) or to dissolve FEMA altogether. Many more suggested a restructuring of FEMA, and recruitment of agency employees with emergency management experience and skill sets. Broad goals for emergency management improvement included increased recruitment, restructuring to make emergency management more entrepreneurial, cultivation of political support for emergency planning, heightening of overall community preparedness, the training of more personnel to prepare for disasters, and an increase in the availability of funding for such programs. To use resources most effectively, respondents also suggested that planning efforts recognize regional variations and focus on the most likely disasters to occur in a particular area. 

Similarly, in Title VI of P.L. 109-295 (H.R. 5441), the Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act of 2006, the government called for a restructuring and strengthening of FEMA, a refocus of FEMA on comprehensive emergency management, a strengthening of regional administration and operations and the creation of advisory councils.  While the IAEM member survey reported findings paralleled the Reform Act to some degree, there are further insights from emergency management that have not yet found a voice the creation of needed government reforms.  

