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	The history of Emergency Management is important because we need context in order to interpret events, problems, and issues. We need to document and learn from our own experiences and those of others to avoid fatal mistakes. If we don’t know what worked in the past, we won’t be able to repeat it. And if we are unaware of what didn’t work, we are more than likely to repeat it. 

	Historical writing helps to extract rules or causal theories that can be applied in other circumstances. Newcomers to the field need to be able to understand what happened in the past and how outcomes of past events influenced and shaped current laws, policies, programs, and systems. 

	Research in the field of Emergency Management focuses on response experiences and organizations. Research highlights gradual public sector involvement, documenting the increasing role of the federal government since the 1950s. Disasters are discussed via case studies in order to illuminate changes in public policies and public administration. Research also describes changes made over time that have shaped emergency management systems in place today. 

	U.S. disasters are often complex and tragic, but always fascinating. Emergency Management is a relatively new professional field, one without an in-depth and comprehensive account of its origins, development, and reasons for being. The U.S. has always experienced disasters but not always had a sustained public sector involvement in EM. Those capabilities evolved the hard way – from punishing experience. Laws, policies, and programs are often changed in reaction to major events. The federal government’s involvement is relatively recent and its dominance is quite recent. 

	In the past century various domains of society were involved in disasters to varying degrees. Gradual involvement of government at all levels, starting with local, then state and finally federal as disasters got more complex, costly, and long-lasting The private, non-profit, and humanitarian sectors were always involved, though the lead role varied. The types of disasters studied are natural (floods, earthquakes, etc), man-made/accidental (urban fires, oil spills, etc), and man-made/deliberate (sabotage, terrorism). 

	From 1900-1950, the response to disasters was viewed as a moral and ethical responsibility of neighbors, religious groups, and the community. Government involvement was not considered appropriate. Gradually, local and state government became increasingly involved. Federal government’s role was limited to post-disaster assistance; only supplemented local and state efforts. The role of the military changed over time as well.

	From 1950-1999 there was a sharp growth in scientific knowledge (technical, social, and behavioral sciences). The federal government became more involved in all phases of major disasters. State/local governments and citizens rapidly increased their expectations of the federal role. In the first decade of the 21st century, some huge and highly dramatic events occurred in all 3 categories of disasters including man-made/deliberate (9/11), natural (Hurricanes Rita, Katrina, and Willa), and man-made/accidental (BP oil spill). Response and recovery for the three sets of events varied greatly. Attitudes about EM and emergency managers have changed drastically. Many expectations for assistance during both responses and recovery phases were not met. Expectations on the part of public officials and citizens are often unrealistic. Many issues are still unresolved. 

	The government at all levels had a marginal role in EM prior to the 1950s. Their role grew gradually in the next 50 years. In the 21st century, the government at all levels is heavily involved. EM exists in a policy and political framework that is in constant flux and inherently unstable. Politics is an integral part of EM policymaking and implementation, whether we acknowledge it or not. All disasters are local; Federal EM system is not the most efficient. EM is well suited to a network-based system. As our population increases and more people move to disaster-prone areas, disasters are likely to be bigger, more complex, and costlier. Climate change and evolving geologic stresses will cause disasters in unexpected places. Evolving terrorists’ threats, new disease, and industrial accidents will tax existing programs and strain resources. All levels of government will be operating with economic, financial, and fiscal constraints. 

	There is a need in EM for macro level vision plus strategic thinking, strong leadership with the ability to galvanize, motivate and inspire. Restructuring of government-sponsored risk reduction programs such as NFIP encourage risk taking at the expense of taxpayers. More research and utilization of existing research is also needed. 

Keith Bea
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	There are centralization issues and there is always tension between the federal and state governments. The real issue is whether or not to centralize or decentralize. Emergency Management is susceptible to issues with modern technology because information can be lost. The recovery effort after Hurricane Katrina is still a mess. The top down approach does not work. The recovery process has resulted in tension. We should not be solely reliant upon technology because it does break down in emergencies. 

In the future, there will be more complex threats for Emergency Management. The disasters will be more sophisticated so there is a need to decentralize the response effort. 


Gary Wamsley
Professor Emeritus
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	It has taken us over a decade to figure out that we need Emergency Management. We need to be more tolerant of our system and politicians. Politicians go into office hoping that disasters will not happen on their watches. President Bush had a campaign manager as the Director of FEMA, which was problematic. President Clinton appointed someone with an Emergency Management background for FEMA, which took many people by surprise.

	The government is a complex system and we have overlapping powers. The government is perceived as a corporation. The key to politics is to get people to do what you want them to do and to like it. 

R. Tim Baden
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	FEMA has a 4-year agenda for 2011-2015 and it is the Strategic Foresight Initiative. The current area of focus within FEMA is the ‘whole community’ approach to EM (community resilience). We want to build the nation’s capacity to build and recover from catastrophic disasters. There are 3 principles to the ‘whole community’ approach and they are: to understand the needs of the community, to engage all parts of the community, and to strengthen what works well on a daily basis. Personal responsibility is important. 

	We need a culture change to get past operational challenges and international collaboration is necessary. It is important to remember that FEMA does not come in and take over after a disaster; they support the local and state governments. 
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