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Emergency Management Politics and Policy
Emergency response and the policies and politics of the jurisdiction are inextricably linked.  For large scale disasters involving Federal assistance thru FEMA, this is perhaps most visible.  In the Federal case, the decision regarding Presidential disaster proclamations can have far ranging effects on both the current term and the likelihood of reelection.  While it is cynical to think this is the main driving force behind decisions affecting disaster assistance, it would be naive to believe it had no impact at all upon the decision making process. 

Under the Stafford Act there are two types of declarations the President can make- an emergency declaration (dating back to 1974) and a major disaster declaration.  The amount of federal aid that can be brought to bear in responding to an incident is affected by which declaration is made.  As part of the post-Katrina Recovery act- which modified federal disaster response- the President also has the power to declare a catastrophe.  Unfortunately, as is often the case in government matters the term catastrophe is not defined within the legislation.  Through research, Mr. Silves has determined the threshold in federal aid is about $580 million for a catastrophe declaration.  It is important to note that the President has never exercised a catastrophe declaration.
When defining a catastrophe the federal parlance is very narrow.  The political implications of declaring a catastrophe are great in that they may be used to evoke a new wave of altruistic contributions and used by governors to gain leverage on federal legislators for aid.  Another challenge with declaring a catastrophe is that it admits that the federal government is overtaxing all of its resources in responding to the incident.

Mr. Silves noted that there was no federal intent to utilize the Stafford Act for the May 2010 Gulf oil spill.  The reasoning is that in spite of the magnitude of the incident, the responsible party- BP - appears to have the resources to fund the response and therefore there should be no taxpayer expense involved.  It was also noted that if a disaster of this magnitude is not deemed a catastrophe the bar will be set very high for such a declaration.

The American people have come to expect an unrealistically rapid response from the federal government in light of the changes in the federal mechanism after Hurricane Katrina.  From a political standpoint, the President is taking a risk by not utilizing the full force of the federal government in responding to the Gulf oil spill.  While certain sub elements of the federal capability are in use, the public may see the decision to allow BP to lead the response as a lack of willingness to respond to their needs.  While the current course is fiscally responsible on the part of the federal government, the political ramifications are largely unknown until the midterm elections.

Catastrophe Readiness and Response
Dr. Rick Bissell is in the final stages of preparing a course titled Catastrophe Readiness and Response for release on the EMI website.  In the case of catastrophe readiness for multistate events there is a discussion of how you are altering the government response mode as rapid response is not possible.  The course is designed for 15 course sessions with two additional sessions and is aimed at the upper division undergraduate or graduate level.  Recommended prerequisites are emergency management coursework.  The course is designed for cases where the instructors are not experts in emergency management.  In preparation for implementing this course instructors will need to do extensive background reading and comply with specific instructions.  When released, the course will include PowerPoint presentations for the instructors and the format includes one in class exercise during each session to reinforce learning.  There is an exam at the conclusion of the course.  
The driving forces for the development of this course are the increasing magnitude of disasters-many of which approach catastrophes.  Examples given are climate change with 300,000 deaths per year and another 300 million vulnerable.  When faced with disasters of such magnitude and enduring impact, it is necessary to build an altered concept of catastrophe and prepare emergency managers for the differences in preparedness requirements.  As background for the necessity of this course, it is noted that future emergency managers will face more catastrophes; political authorities depend on emergency managers for guidance; catastrophic disasters will require international assistance with the US both giving and receiving assistance; the current doctrinal All-Hazards planning is not up to the task as these are hyper complex events so the plans must be scenario specific; and flexibility and unconventional responses are more important and can be learned and planned.  In referring to a catastrophe as a hyper complex event, this means it requires response from multiple networks with varying capacities and vulnerabilities across the full spectrum.  As we discovered with Hurricane Katrina, existing All-Hazards plans are not harmonized across state lines further complicating the response.  For catastrophic incident response the recommendation is that contiguous states should not have the same EM plan, but they should have similar plans for the same type of vulnerability which will ease working together.
One of the exemplars used for the course is a catastrophic earthquake on the New Madrid fault-which will affect eight states and has been modeled as a magnitude 7.2 on the Richter scale.  As a mitigation challenge there are very few buildings and public structures with seismic protection as the New Madrid fault has not been recognized as a serious threat and included in hazard vulnerability assessment.  FEMA has begun to recognize the need to plan for catastrophe response and has been planning for a May 2011 seismic response exercise (Tier 1) which will exercise the countrywide impacts of such an earthquake.  While the planning for the exercise has been in work for years, work on mitigating the potential threat lags behind.  Lessons learned in this exercise will assist in the further development of courses in catastrophe response.

In light of the fact that it appears emergency managers will deal with catastrophe response frequently in the future, Dr. Bissell would like to see some new research with as it relates to this field.  Amongst the needed research that Dr. Bissell suggests: a thorough review of our current NIMS/ICS model compared to the cluster networking approach used by the European Union for catastrophe response; how will our concepts apply to slow onset catastrophes such as climate change and sea level rise; the coordination required for cross-border response- graduate students wrote a 10 page response plan for El Paso and Cuidad Juarez which included no mitigation or preparedness measures; and addressing the problem identified by author after author which is that catastrophes cause mass migration which becomes a catastrophe in and of itself and what, if any, is emergency management's role in responding to the migration catastrophe.
The course is out for peer review and should be published by EMI on their website within the next two to three months.

Course Development in the University Environment- EMGT 404: Planning and Responding to Catastrophic Disaster 
Mr. Clifford Oliver, CEM, CBCP, is the course developer and course chair for EMGT 404: Planning and Responding to Catastrophic Disaster at the University of Maryland University College (UMUC).  The course is an undergraduate upper division course or a graduate school course and is derived in large measure from the draft of Dr. Bissell's course for EMI on the same material.  One difference is the course at UMUC is designed to be a web-based course.
Among the many challenges in developing the course, one was the utilization of the draft material from Dr. Bissell's project.  While this material greatly eased the course development project, the fact that it was not yet final material left room for last-minute revisions to the UMUC course.  Another challenge is converting from a 15 session format to a 13 week format- compounded by the fact that UMUC announced they would change from a 13 week to 11 week semester schedule in mid course development.  Converting the instructor’s notes and Power Points to a web-based format was a challenge which was thankfully met by the support staff at UMUC.  For the subject matter the course covers there is no primary textbook.  This necessitated the development of the EMI material into a primary text, a 500 page textbook which is the approximate size for a medium sized collegiate textbook that should be available in July 2010 from CRC Press.  Throughout all phases of this project support from EMI was critical in the success of the venture.  One addition to the EMI course material was a module on leadership in catastrophe, noting that emergency managers will be leading the response with an ever-changing team.  
Mr. Oliver noted that that without the support of EMI the completion of this course development on the tight schedule required would not have been possible.  This is a fine example of the partnership that can be forged between EMI and colleges interested in implementing emergency management programs.
