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After the levee’s breached in New Orleans, an iconic American city was reduced to third world conditions. Hurricane Katrina quickly became a polarizing event along multiple lines – race, socioeconomic status, political party, etc. The debate raged in the media and focused solely on laying blame. Today, nearly forty-four months later, little attention has been paid as to why people were unable to evacuate and subsequently recover. People did not evacuate because they did not have access to resources like cash, credit, or a car at a moments notice. Instead, tales of massive waste, plasma televisions, and champagne magnums perpetuated the maligned perceptions of the poor. Underneath the veneer of Katrina-related ‘public discourse’ lies the truth: Poverty and disaster are intertwined in a web of poorly constructed ideologies and chaotic circumstance rooted in structural failures – we argue that there are underlying orders or patterns that can be sourced out from the chaos; thus, increasing situational awareness. Increasing situational awareness by increasing our comprehension of the circumstances which impact the poor will lead to better planning and ultimately better plans. A ‘one-size-fits-all’ plan will only work for homogenous populations and until we incorporate poverty data and social intelligence, these templates will continue to fail.


In our war against terrorism, we employ an intelligence gathering methodology which focuses on understanding the total system – tactics, political history, economic goals, social information, organizational infrastructure, etc. Why? In order to fully prevent attacks, we must understand all the interrelated relationships amongst system components in order to identify emerging trends. Capturing the terrorists of today and disabling the development of tomorrow’s terrorists is the only comprehensive action. This methodology must also be applied to emergency management. Before we design emergency management programs, we must fully understand social vulnerability and poverty so that the plans are functional during times of crisis.
In order to develop plans reflective of reality our perceptions of the poor must change. The most common misconception of vulnerable or poorer populations is that they are homogenous in circumstance. It is very easy to lump people into categories of rich, poor, disabled, etc; this overly-simplistic stratification comes with terrible results. Not everyone living in poorer communities are equally poor. One has to take into account the working poor, the working poor on public aid, the working poor not able to qualify for public aid, disconnected populations, and so on. There are families that live right at the federally defined poverty line; there are families that live 100% below the line; and many others that live 200% below the line. Still, countless others live at or slightly above the poverty line. To better understand the scope of the issue, consider the following:

· Over 36 million people in United States are living in poverty and 54 million are at severe risk of falling into poverty;

· Half of adults will experience poverty by the time they are age 65;

· Poverty is a fluid state with families moving into and out of poverty at different points in time;

· 9 out of 10 black and 1 out of every 2 white American adults who live out a normal lifespan (75) will at some point experience poverty;

· For a hypothetical family of four whose current income is at the poverty line, it would take descendants of the family 5 to 6 generations (125 to 150 years) before their income will be within 5% of national average;

Now, think about the small communities along the New Madrid fault where an entire community may rely on a DHL plant or a ConAgra factory for employment. Imagine if the plant closes because of an earthquake or an economic downturn. It’s no longer the inner city or the 9th ward – it is the ‘heart’ of America. We are now talking about entire communities that are currently teetering on the edge.  This is the crux of the issue – it is not just the poor that are vulnerable to disaster. A large percentage of individuals and families earning at 200% above the poverty line are also teetering on the edge living from check to check. There are entire communities made up of the working poor where one event can lead situations mirroring that of the 9th ward. 

We wrote this paper to address the preexisting social vulnerabilities which exist in thousands of communities across the United States. Disasters are not status-levelers – Hurricane Katrina only exposed the plight of the poor in New Orleans. The underlying issue is poverty and our goal is to convince you that emergency management has a role in coordinating solutions to address poverty by coordinating the discussion for a true comprehensive all-hazards approach. Prescriptions for mitigating social vulnerability begin with a comprehensive understanding. This requires the aggregation of information or what we call social intelligence. The SoVI index developed by the Hazards and Vulnerability Research Institute provides the framework for our social intelligence model. We believe that if we take open source data (employment data, Census data, crime statistics, education, recidivism, etc.) we can develop a robust common operating picture which can help the emergency management community connect-the-dots. We also think that if public/private entities share information in concert with the open-source data, emergency planners will gain a more comprehensive understanding of social vulnerability to indentify, mitigate, prepare, and respond to emerging trends or crises. We believe that intelligence fusion centers must incorporate social intelligence within their function if they are to truly embrace all-hazards.  
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Social Intelligence Outcome 

If emergency management professionals and first responders had known the true conditions in New Orleans prior to Katrina, would they have taken different actions? It is tough to say, but clearly, more information or greater situational awareness could have saved the lives of many. 

Forecast Rain

“It's hard to do it because you gotta look people in the eye and tell 'em they're irresponsible and lazy. And who's gonna wanna do that? Because that's what poverty is, ladies and gentlemen. In this country, you can succeed if you get educated and work hard. Period. Period.”

Bill O’Reilly
Imagine living a life where the daily struggle to survive ensured you never got ahead. Your neighborhood is made up of hard working people that like you, always seem to catch bad breaks. Walk through this neighborhood. It exists. Currency exchanges, payday advance stores, and liquor stores litter the beaten down landscape. Enter one of the crumbling schools and watch teachers struggle to educate children using aged textbooks and overcrowded classrooms. Even though you work, saving even a single penny is difficult because in your neighborhood everything costs more. Because banks seldom serve impoverished areas you are unable to deposit your paycheck; so instead you turn to currency exchanges. Of your $14,000 annual income you pay $600 to the currency exchange just to cash your paycheck. You know that $600 can go a long way during a rainy day, but for you, lately, it rains everyday. Just last Friday you were mugged after you cashed your check. How did they know? It’s the system. Everyone knows people get paid on Fridays –you were walking home to put your hard-earned money under the mattress when desperation struck a blow. The money is gone. There is little food to feed your children and now you are waiting in the emergency room hoping that the medical bills will not pile up. They will – into the thousands, and as a result, what very little credit you had will dry up. The 10 year old used car that the dealer down the street offered to finance at 28% is now out of reach. Oh, and the person who mugged you, well, they were in your shoes just a month ago. For them, a month of rainy days and a lifetime of anguish did them in. Sadly, you recognize this reality but know there is nothing you can do. All you can do is hope that the meat packing plant will continue to pay you while you are out. They won’t. What will you do? In two weeks the daily rain will flood your life. How will you get out? Can you afford the $100 go-kit that the Red Cross recommends? You smile. You shake you head and your struggle continues. You are not imagining this. Welcome to your life. 

We & Underbelly

“If the misery of the poor be caused not by the laws of nature, but by our institutions, great is our sin.” 

Charles Darwin

Imagine if you were asked to evacuate your family today. What would you do? We (government) are going assume that you will have access to a number of resources. You probably own an automobile – if you do not own one, reach into your wallet and use one of your credit cards to rent one. With access to credit, you can sustain yourself for a period of time beyond the 72 hours threshold.
 Using your credit card, you can purchase a plane ticket or reserve a hotel room. We (government) will also assume that you work a stable and salaried position and that your employer will continue to pay you during the emergency. Additionally, we (government) will assume you have extensive savings, relatives with similar socioeconomic backgrounds in other cities and an education that will allow you to rebuild elsewhere. Now let’s take this one step further -- imagine if you removed just one resource available to you -- a credit card, a car, or relatives in another city. Remove this one resource and think about how much more difficult your evacuation becomes. Next, try and imagine evacuating without any resource. Sound impossible? What would you do? Your situation would mirror that of the 100,000 stranded in New Orleans post-Katrina. Sadly, because of policy failures, concentrated poverty and social preconditions, nearly 22% of residents in New Orleans were unable to evacuate, relocate, and start over elsewhere. After thinking about a potential evacuation, you may think it is a little ridiculous for us (government) to assume you access to a number of resources. We (government) admit that our assumptions are extremely presumptuous but this is the system we (government) designed. This wasn’t an exercise in futility -- baseline assumptions are the foundation of emergency management plans for almost every city, town, and village; sadly, these assumptions cost many in New Orleans their lives and for ‘survivors’ has limited any form of recovery to worn-out tales of waste and fraud. Rooted in our social psyche, we (government) have redacted compassion from emergency management – so-called pragmatic and ‘one-size fits all’ plans are valued over incorporating societal realities. Because concentrated poverty, policy resistance, and political neglect, existed prior to Katrina’s landfall, then one must ask whether Katrina was the cause of a natural disaster or whether the massive storm simply exposed our dirty little secret. 

Emergence

"Intelligence is about people and a study of people. It is not simply a question of studying people on the other side, but studying one's own as well. We have to learn about one another, not just about strangers."  

Maurice Oldfield
During the Cold War, the United States deployed a cadre of spies and intelligence professionals throughout the world – their task was to extrapolate the depths of the Soviet Union. After the Cold War, the United States engaged in a new battle with terrorism after the tragic events of September 11, 2001, cost 3,000 American’s their lives. Three days after the attacks, President Bush famously said, “I can hear you. I can hear you. The rest of the world hears you. And the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon." Thus, began an odyssey to comprehend the full scope of terrorism.

The heavy politicization of the Iraq and Afghani wars has trumped any comprehensive understanding of intelligence developments, but one thing is clear: we cannot kill our way out of this. Intelligence agencies for decades have known that the only true way to thwart any hostile action is to fully understand the situation.  For example, when studying the nature of terrorism, intelligence agencies have studied poverty in Islamic nations, the blowback impacts of arming the Afghani mujahedeen, and social isolation experienced by members of the Muslim Brotherhood. Why? Because everyone in the national security apparatus agrees that capturing individuals involved in plotting to kill innocent civilians is just crucial as mitigating the development of future terrorists. They also understand that terrorists criminalize an ideology and in order prevent future attacks, understanding the causation of radicalism is a vital component of any anti-terror policy. Capturing the terrorists of today and disabling the development of tomorrow’s terrorists is the only comprehensive action. 

This methodology must also apply to emergency management. We need to ask more questions. We need to understand why people cannot evacuate. Why can’t they rebuild? What is going on in their neighborhood that makes them vulnerable? How can we increase situational awareness to mitigate social vulnerability? Is there a linear solution? Is poverty simply a problem of funding? These questions must be asked so that we can avoid statements like this: “At some point, you get to the point in the operation or the event where it moves from disaster operations to welfare operations. And that's not what we do." 
 The time has come for emergency management to emerge from its one-size fits all shell and coordinate solutions to address social vulnerability. 

Awareness

“Well, I think first of all there was a failure to have real, clear information at our disposal. There was a real lack of situational awareness. We didn't have the capabilities on the ground to give us real-time, accurate assessments of the physical condition of the city.” 

DHS Secretary Michael Chertoff
Think about when you dial 9-1-1. The dispatch personnel tasked with taking your call will collect a significant amount of information. He/she will ask you for your address, who you are with, determine if you are in danger, and give you basic instructions relevant to your call. Why do they ask for so much information? First, to calm your fears and reassure you that help is on its way. Second, and most importantly, they collect information to gain a better understanding of what is going on at your location so that they can alert the appropriate authorities and dispatch a correct and proportionate level of response. Lastly, they want to equip the first responders with enough information so that they are best prepared to respond to your needs. To summarize, dispatch personnel allocate resources per the response situation. For example, a hostage situation may require a SWAT team, while a stolen bicycle may only warrant a response from a local beat officer. The two separate situations warrant proportionate response according to various response thresholds. A dispatch operator may have a general guideline for various events, but they also understand that events may escalate or require additional resources based on the information that is collected. 

If we can devise such a comprehensive system to increase situational awareness to deploy resources and personnel during the response phase, then why is there such resistance to do so in the mitigation and preparedness stage? There is simply a lack of will.  Social problems are deemed too complex and are often linked to personal failures. This logic is patently false; yet it has been perpetuated by society to the detriment of millions. Poverty is among the greatest threats to the internal security of the United States – it’s time to dial 9-1-1.
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� All bullet points on this page are sourced from Heartland Alliance’s Mid-America Institute on Poverty Report


� Emergency management professionals normally regard the first 72 hours as the typical life safety operations period. Beyond the 72 hours, there is normally continuity of operations effort and on the social side, a recovery process.


� FEMA Representative Mike Miller in NPR interview
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