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Fixing a Poor Performing FEMA
In the early 1990s, FEMA was dealing with its poor responses to Hurricanes Hugo, Iniki, Andrew and the Loma Prieta earthquake.  Once President Clinton came into office, FEMA had the priority of restoring relationships between FEMA and its state counterparts.  All FEMA activities were supposed to be about the needs of the customer, not only the public and media, but also state and local partners.  
James Lee Witt, Director of FEMA, called together all hurricane prone state representatives in 1993 to discuss what they needed.  FEMA was working hard to overhaul the organization.  Politically appointed directors were hired for all of FEMA’s 10 regions.  The directors were tasked to travel through their respected regions and introduce themselves to state and local representatives.  They were to meet face to face, discuss local concerns and then return to their regional offices to begin work.  Annually, the directors were to work with state staff.  This conversation between the federal and state levels was to help identify how state and federal agencies could meet the needs of the citizens of the states.  

The Federal Response Plan (FRP) was finalized after five years of work.  The FRP was an agreement between 27 federal agencies and departments, along with the American Red Cross.  The FRP was a document on how the responses from the federal and national agencies could be coordinated and how federal agencies and departments could be available locally during disasters.  Tools were provided with the FRP included training and technology for FEMA employees.  The emphasis continued to be to meet the needs of the customers.  As a result of a new structure, the FRP, and the reality that disasters would continue to occur, during a disaster, all federal agencies would be available.  Professional and personal relationships were created and empowered the FEMA staff to be professional and respectful.
Now we have NIMS.  There are several questions to be asked about it.  Is NIMS a one size fit all in desired setting?  Is it for both urban and rural areas?  Law enforcement and fire departments?  Career and volunteer agencies?  NGOs and Businesses?  Will NIMS replace the personal and professional relationships already established?  Does the NIMS structure limit flexibility?  Are people even using NIMS?  Is NIMS in the National Response Framework?  Is NIMS an unfunded mandate?  These are some of the questions that will hopefully be answered in this breakout session.

NIMS is an Institutionalized Myth

Students continue to ask why we don’t have a course in incident command.  The reason behind this is because there has been no research on incident command.  What is the evidence for incident command?  A grant was obtained to research NIMS as it pertained to Hurricane Katrina.  With the catastrophe that Katrina proved to be, it wasn’t the best case study, but some conclusions were made.  This research took place beneath the surface.  According to Meyer and Rowan’s 1977 institutionalized study of myths, it’s not the structure that’s important, but internal organization structure.  How does an organization try to impact the environment?  An academic view of NIMS is important.    
 One example of an institutionalized myth is the response of Texas Instruments to IBM’s success.  IBM was successful and had a physical image:  dark suits, white shirts, blue ties, no facial hair, short hair, skirts to the knees, dark attire, hair a certain way, not too sexy; the image of business.  Texas Instruments wanted to look like IBM.  It was focused on an image, hoping it would reflect success like IBM.  Texas Instruments was going to act like it was successful regardless of what the stocks said.  Research and development offices were created, but the reality was research and development didn’t happen.  It was more of an image.  We are projecting an image of a successful NIMS, not what is really working.  
There is a view that command and control in a disaster response works.  There is a chain of command, rules are followed and freelancing does not occur.  Incident Command developed from military procedures and was adapted in the fire service, via Firescope.  Fire departments are paramilitary departments.  Since incident command is perceived to work in the fire service, command and control would work in a disaster as well.  Little evidence, however, was shown that it works in combat, let alone in a disaster response.  

As a result of research, what really works to improve disaster response are flexible, malleable organizations along with loosely coupled systems.  You cannot have a rigid command and control bureaucracy survive a turbulent and changing environment.  When looking at 50 years of disasters, the improvisation of emergent systems works.  IBM was rigid and not flexible.  It burned the computer industry.  Apple then came in.  The computer industry has changed.  A hard drive in 1985 cost 1000 dollars.  Today, you can purchase a 512 mb flash drive for $30.  
Looking back in American history, we were trained for D-Day weeks after Pearl Harbor.  How often do we train for a regular disaster?  We should be training like the military.  Part of our culture is command and control works.  Fire Fighters say it works.  Two million firefighters can’t be wrong.  Firefighters are the true first response.  A version of Incident Command is used to manage a fire.  Who is to disagree with them?  The myths are that it works.  It is an institutionalized myth.  Why do we now have NIMS?  NIMS was a response and newly created bureaucracy as a result of 9/11.      

One of the rationales for NIMS is that it works.  Where does it work?  Where is the research?  Do we know that if structured the same, it will all work the same?  What about local culture?  Do things work differently in Mississippi, California or Ohio?  Is there a standard language across the board?  NIMS is understood by fire fighters because of Firescope and the Phoenix model.  It however, doesn’t work everywhere.  To protect the image of NIMS when it doesn’t work, you typically hear the following:  If only others were committed too.  If only training were better.  Can you really learn it by a computer course?  
NIMS is loosely coupled because we have to deal with disasters and project an image.  Some ESF functions pretend to use NIMS.  While everyone is trained, they have been doing it their own way for 30 years and they won’t change because their way is better.  Some ESFs were too compliant.  They would have their own command staff and work independently.  A hybrid version was used in New Orleans.  Upper management said they would use NIMS; however, the field workers were worried about saving lives, not following NIMS.

NIMS isn’t working for a number of issues.  There needs to be an effort to get feedback from local responders.  How well will police buy into a fire thing?  It is a legitimacy issue.  For a lot of other groups, it is not legitimate.  If you look at basic theory and how NIMS is structured, there is a disconnect between what looks good and what really works.  Look in an organizational textbook to see if span of control is mentioned.  Do we follow NIMS or do we pretend to use NIMS and try to respond better?  NIMS is an institutionalized myth.  Some do it the right way and others do it how they want to.  There needs to be something that works and saves lives.

NIMS in Rural America

This study looked at the implementation of NIMS in rural America.  NIMS is handed down to the local level.  In rural America, however, you find a culture that is sometimes anti-outside influence.  Rural America has a distinctive culture.  If something works rurally, it would work nationally.  This study involved the surveying of County Emergency Managers regarding their perception of NIMS.

County Emergency Managers perceive NIMS as a reaction to 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina.  This wasn’t really a new thing, but a change in the way things operate is normal.  Changes occur all the time.  One day something new comes in, another day it is gone.  No one, however, looked into how NIMS would affect the Emergency Manager’s jobs.   

The rural Emergency Management position is an important factor.  In most cases, it is part-time.  This makes it difficult to sell NIMS.  There is a difference in the relationships between rural and urban areas.  Rural relationships are not hard to come by.  Everyone knows each other.  In urban environments, individuals are individuals and do not intertwine.  There is a concept of self-reliance.  People are perceived as already prepared.  Convergence occurs in urban areas, but it must be assimilated during an incident.  Rurally, it is a slow response involving long distances to travel for responders.  

With NIMS, experience is a factor along with time in the job, education, disaster experience, number of disasters, and how many organizations have been involved.  Buy-in is very important among all organizations including public works and schools.

In rural America, you deal with the Castle concept.  The fire chief or sheriff thinks the county is theirs.  Because it is theirs, no one is going to tell them what to do.  Certain pockets of people have such identities and control that they will stop NIMS from happening throughout the community.
Rurally, there are far less resources and capabilities.  Other factors include distance and time.  Those on UASI formulas regularly experience no funding.  First responders are volunteers.  Ninety-two percent of  North Dakota fire departments are volunteer.  Many are unwilling to do outside training.  Volunteer Fire Fighters do this for fun.  When told, to conform to a certain structure is too much to ask.  If county heads don’t say go such as the fire chief or sheriff, they don’t. 
Rural fire departments also believe in the “knight in shining armor.”  During disasters, states will come in as a “knight and shining armor.  They are the ones needing NIMS.  There is also a struggle with a method of training and frequency of practice.  Everyone has to buy in and want to participate.  

Those that need funding “comply” on the surface.  Game playing was through federal hoops and funding.  NIMS is built as a toolbox, use a small part if needed, the full set for big events.  ICS holds ground, but not consistent, like a hammer, a lonely tool.  NIMS is a comfort blanket, like Dr. Neal’s institutionalized myth.  What this means for NIMS is that if we use tools that have been tested and proven to work, we can make better policies.  

A Pracademic Perspective, both Practitioner and Teacher  

What NIMS means is budget impacts, an unfunded federal mandate, but, a possibility of receiving money in the future.  Mr. Hartle’s fire district didn’t comply for first two years; they then chose to do it and got money.  He has a $9000 budget for 150 fire fighters.  This comes out to $60 per fire fighter.    

As training officer of his fire district, Hartle observed several problems.  First, most tests are open book.  Here are the answers, fill out the sheet.  For the online tests, you have copies of the tests floating around.  Hartle also feels there are problems with NIMS training in that is focused on urban and suburban responders.  There is very little focus on rural communities.  Exercises provided by NIMS are too specific.  You can’t make your own situation.  When receiving the training, only approved delivers can provide it in an approved manner.  Mr. Hartle vies that anyone should be able to teach NIMS in the same way as with OSHA training and Hazwopper.  With Hazwopper training, the employer certifies the person.  

Another problem with NIMS is that there is no refresher training.  When going from the National Response Guide to the National Response Framework, there is a question of the need to refresh NIMS.  The answer from the Federal Government is no.  According to Auf der Heide and Quarantelli, emergencies and disasters are different.  Thirty years of experience shows ICS works on a local level.  In conclusion, the question is one asking if NIMS is a fantasy document?  What it really does it to ensure the public.    

A Perspective from the National Integration Center

The federal government doesn’t invent things, even after 9/11.  They don’t know about 99.9% of the incidents that occur.  They are only trying to make things better using the incidents they are involved in, which are usually major.  They are trying to make mutual aid better.  Wildfires use mutual aid all the time.  It used to be the National Interagency Incident Management System (NIIMS).  Now it is the National Incident Management System (NIMS).  There are small changes between NIMS and NIIMS.  What was needed was a coordination system, a Multi-Agency Coordination group (MAC).  Emergency Operations Centers (EOC) are not MAC’s.  The perception is that NIMS is an Incident Command System (ICS).  
Is NIMS a good choice?  It is what was available at the time.  We are changing a culture in America.  How organizations are going to react to emergencies is becoming important.  NIMS is for building mutual aid success.  The emphasis is on major events when you have to cross state lines.  The idea for NIMS was for states to do resource typing which is extremely useful in disasters.  This allows you to be specific when asking for resources.  

Planning is nothing more than a common understanding.  No plan, however, survives contact with the enemy.  The elements of the plan are the goals, roles and structure.  NIMS might get to some of these, but not with what you actually do.  Organizations have to want to do NIMS and be a part of it.  We will continue to rely on those who provide mutual aid.  We can call be a host to it, but we don’t want to be a guest.  Check out the Montana Fire Services’ Mutual Aid, Command and Field Operations Guide, 20th Edition.  This serves as a great example of mutual aid. 

As we have seen, those who respond uninvited cause more trouble.  NIMS is invitation management.  The biggest problem is education and we realize it doesn’t apply to everyone.   
