December 4, 2008 Emergency Management Higher Education Program Report
(1)  FEMA: 

Fayetteville Observer (NC) Editorial.  “Storm Warning: FEMA is improved, but needs to return to its era of professionalism.”  Dec 24, 2008.  At:  http://www.fayobserver.com/article?id=312099 
Excerpt: 

“The 2008 hurricane season ended last weekend, a quiet conclusion to one of the most active tropical-storm seasons on record.  Here in North Carolina, we’re mostly grateful for this year’s soggy gifts from the tropics. Between the remnants of big storms and other rain-inducing weather systems, we’re largely out of drought danger and our parched aquifers are slowly refilling. That’s great news. 

“What’s not so great is that the country’s disaster-relief efforts still fall short of excellence. Way short, in many cases. Yes, places such as New Orleans handled evacuations better in this year’s Gustav than it did in Katrina three years ago, but only a little better for a milder, less-destructive storm. Likewise, Texas emergency-preparedness officials handled this year’s big one — Ike — better than they dealt with Rita three years ago. 

“But the level of professional coordination between state and federal disaster-response agencies still falls short of what would have been the norm 10 years ago. Why? Because the Bush administration took a professional, cabinet-level Federal Emergency Management Agency and turned it into a patronage-addled swamp whose enduring monument is its woeful response to the 1,600 deaths and $41 billion in property damage wrought by Katrina. 

“It wasn’t just patronage that made FEMA a mess. The agency also was folded into the Department of Homeland Security, the sprawling, unfocused bureaucracy created in the wake of the 9/11 terror attacks. That made FEMA even lower-profile and less focused than ever. While it has improved in the three years since Katrina, it still isn’t the professional disaster-response machine that it once was. 

“As he unveiled the first few waves of cabinet appointments, President-elect Barack Obama appears focused on creating a professional, competent administration. He has reversed one Bush administration move and restored the United Nations ambassadorship to the cabinet. He needs to do the same with FEMA. The agency should be extricated from Homeland Security, given a staff of well-trained disaster-response professionals to lead it, and its boss should have a seat in the cabinet room. 

“The 2008 hurricane season ended with 16 named storms. Eight became hurricanes. Coastal damage was nowhere as extreme as we saw in 2005, but that was the luck of the storm track. Next year could be much worse. We need a competent, cabinet-level FEMA in place before the 2009 hurricane season begins next June.” 

(2)  FEMA Grants Programs Directorate – Outreach to Minority Colleges/Universities: 
Had a good meeting today with Vanessa Pert of the GPD who works on grants to minority-serving colleges and universities – Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU), Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI), and Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCU).. One of their goals is to support capacity-building at such schools.  We talked about trying to find ways to use the EM Hi-Ed Conference in June to support their initiatives.  Though just really a meet and greet meeting, it looks promising 

(3)  FEMA – In or Out? 
McNeill, Jena Baker.  “Cabinet-Level FEMA Not Needed.”  WebMemo, No. 2153, December 4, 2008.  Accessed at:  http://www.heritage.org/Research/HomelandSecurity/upload/wm_2153.pdf 

Excerpt:  “Stakeholders who enjoyed having more authority and responsibility under a cabinet level FEMA are putting pressure on Congress to remove FEMA from DHS.  But…. 

(4)  Hurricane Ike Recovery and Mitigation: 
Taylor, Heber.  “Mitigation is not for the beach set.”  Galveston County Daily News,” December 4, 2008.  Accessed at:  http://www.galvnews.com/story.lasso?ewcd=8774fd6710061edb&-session=TheDailyNews:4137BE1F1d65808668tpmU3B0193 

Excerpt: 

Whatever the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program was designed to do, it wasn’t intended to compensate owners of houses that end up on the beach. 

Hurricane Ike probably left more than 100 houses on Galveston’s West End on the beach. Essentially, beaches are public land in Texas…. 
People who buy property near the beach are warned that the boundaries can move and that, if erosion is severe enough, they may simply lose their property. It’s a risk that people who want to live near the water face. 

While the erosion from Hurricane Ike is a real loss for the families whose property was taken by the force of the storm, the city of Galveston would be well advised not to use up political capital in a hopeless fight to have the federal government pick up the tab. The Hazard Mitigation Grant Program was not designed to bail out people who are wealthy enough to build homes near the beach, and the city should resist pressure from those who would suggest it was. 

The grant program, as its name implies, was designed to mitigate hazards. Specifically, it was designed to prevent the federal government from paying repeated flood insurance claims. 
(5)  Hurricane Ike Recovery in Texas: 
Harper, Jennifer.  “Texas, FEMA Feud over Storm Relief.”  Washington Times, Dec. 4, 2008. At: http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2008/dec/04/texas-fema-feud-over-storm-relief/ 

Excerpt:  

“As far as many Texans are concerned, Hurricane Ike never went away.  Almost three months after the storm struck the Lone Star State, debris and animal carcasses still litter coastal beaches.  Alligators roam through broken buildings; homeless families are holed up in tents.  Relief is delayed by red tape and bureaucracy.  And in a now familiar scenario, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has been cast in the role of inept villain. 

“It’s a mess all right, and most state officials – beginning with Gov. Rick Perry – are fit to be tied.  "All along, we have simply asked that Texas receive the same considerations afforded Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina. To be honest, the response from Washington has been underwhelming," Mr. Perry said, announcing two weeks ago he would create his own strategic disaster response team.  "And we're still underwhelmed," Perry spokeswoman Katherine Cesinger said Wednesday.  "We knew Ike was coming, and prepared for it. FEMA knew as well, and it should have been a time when the agency should shine. It's been a struggle. We don't want to point fingers, we just want the coast to recover, and that won't happen if there's red tape," Ms. Cesinger said.  "Sometimes it seems that Texans help Texans best," she added. 
According to FEMA's records, the agency already has approved more than $1 billion in disaster assistance for communities and businesses damaged by the Sept. 13 storm, which left a 30-mile patch of destruction on the coast that the Associated Press deemed "a symbol of U.S. agency delays."  FEMA spokesman David Riedman wanted to clarify that description. 
"FEMA does not remove debris. We reimburse a community's debris removal expense and provide operational oversight. And, we are limited by law to the types of debris removal we can reimburse. We can only pay for debris that resides on a public right of way or, in limited cases, from private property when health and safety are threatened," he said Wednesday. 
"In Texas, we are reimbursing local jurisdictions at 100 percent, not the normal 75/25 percent split," Mr. Riedman said, noting that Galveston and Chambers counties are being reimbursed at 100 percent for the removal of dangerous debris on private property. 
"The 100 percent cost-share reimbursement has recently been extended to cover an additional six months," he added, calling the debris problem the worst in Texas history - and one with clean-up costs that eventually could reach $800 million. 
"Municipalities have been able to remove almost 80 percent of the debris strewn along public rights of way. A true success story," Mr. Riedman added. "To date, FEMA has deposited more than $115 million in debris removal monies - at 100 percent - in the state's account to reimburse local communities." 
The agency had progress to report at November's end - with funds available for temporary housing and home repairs, loss of personal property, motel stays, unemployment assistance, low-interest business loans, debris removal and burial costs. About 3,500 families have been approved for manufactured housing, with about half that number already moved in.  "Surpassing the billion-dollar mark is a great stride in disaster recovery," said FEMA coordinating officer Stephen DeBlasio, adding that the agency intended to work "shoulder to shoulder" with the state of Texas. "But many more steps are needed as state, private, voluntary and federal partners continue to put those in need on the way to recovery," Mr. DeBlasio said.” 

(5)  IAEM Distributes Presentation of Dan Mathews at Recent Conference in Kansas City: 
Received a note today from International Association of Emergency Managers stating that:  

“We have received numerous requests for the remarks of Dan Mathews at the Government Affairs Committee meeting on November 16 in Kansas City.  Dan is the  Republican Staff Director of the U.S. House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, Subcommittee on Economic Development, Public Buildings and Emergency Management.  His remarks follow: 

On behalf of Congressman John L. Mica, the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee’s Ranking Republican, thank you for the opportunity to be here today.  Congressman Mica represents a coastal district in Florida where he has experienced four major hurricanes, wild fires, and a series of deadly tornados in the last few years.  As a result, he has a great appreciation of the tremendous work your members perform managing disasters…. 

For those of you who do not know, the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee has jurisdiction over the federal management of disasters and emergencies, regardless of their cause.  My predecessors handled these issues long before there was a Department of Homeland Security (DHS) or even a Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  In fact, Chairman Oberstar used to be the staff director of this subcommittee, and he helped draft the Stafford Act as a Member of Congress. 

  

I say this not to give you a history lesson, but to help you understand why our committee has such a well defined, bipartisan perspective and purpose when it comes to emergency management.  

Our goal is to ensure the nation has a comprehensive emergency management system in place that is capable of minimizing the loss of life and property damage from any type of disaster. 

To achieve such a system at the federal level our strategy has been to invest this critical mission in a single agency under the president, and to clearly align the responsibility, authority, and capability for achieving it under that agency. 

When most federal departments struggle to achieve their mission it is because they lack some capability or another to effectively do their job.  But at least they have the responsibility and authority to do their job. 

In the case of FEMA and emergency management, the troubles go much deeper than a lack of capability. 

FEMA’s problems begin at the most fundamental level, at the level of purpose and mission. 

Ever since the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, the emergency management mission has struggled to compete with the primary mission and purpose of the department, which is to prevent the next terrorist attack. 

This struggle manifested itself in thousands of different conflicts over roles and responsibilities, decision making authorities, money and personnel and resulted in the weakening of FEMA in a few short years. 

This was entirely predictable, because any department with competing missions will – over time – redirect its efforts and resources towards achieving the department’s primary purpose. 

Hurricane Katrina exposed the decline of FEMA and reminded the nation that emergency management is a critical government priority as well.  It led to legislative reform where Congress sought to realign the responsibility, authority, and capability for emergency management under FEMA. 

After the House of Representatives completed a massive investigation into the Katrina disaster, the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee approved a bipartisan bill to restore FEMA as an independent agency under the president with the clear responsibility, authority, and capability for managing all aspects of all disasters, including terrorist attacks. 

  

However to get a bill through the Senate it was necessary to compromise, and I believe we ended up with the next best thing.  We put FEMA back together again, gave it the authority and tools to do its job, and put a legal wall around FEMA so it would be more difficult for the department to bleed it dry again…. 

Yet the internal competition between terrorism prevention and emergency management still exists, and I would argue it remains the underlying cause of many of the problems with emergency management today.  

When I look back at this past Congress I see the symptoms of this deeper competition in the controversies over: 

        The Principal Federal Official; 

        The National Response Framework; 

        The department’s redefinition of “incident management” to be outside the scope of “emergency management”; 

        The development of an incident management capability entirely outside of FEMA in the new Office of Operations Coordination, and the list could go on. 

In each case the department argued for these changes in part because they were needed for terrorism prevention activities. 

In addition, these initiatives undermine the basic reform principles necessary to achieve the comprehensive emergency management system our country needs by placing essential authorities and capabilities outside of FEMA. 

So where do we go from here?  

Whenever a new president takes over there are opportunities for improvement.  But when we have a new president that ran on the principle of change and who is not wedded to past practices, I believe the opportunities are significant. 

As I see it, there are two basic options for improving the system as it exists today. 

The most comprehensive option is to resolve the internal competition between terrorism prevention and disaster management by elevating FEMA to an independent agency reporting directly to the president. 

If the new president takes this approach, he will find bipartisan support and bipartisan opposition in Congress to removing FEMA from DHS.  It will not be easy and there are a number of important factors to consider if they are to make it work and not make the situation worse. 

  

The second option is to fully implement the Post Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act and to further strengthen FEMA’s authorities and capabilities.  Just because we passed a law, that did not change everything over night.  In fact, two years later, there are a number of very important areas that have not been implemented. 

For example, Homeland Security Presidential Directive #5 on Incident Management and Homeland Security Presidential Directive #8 on National Preparedness have never been changed to bring them in compliance with the new law. 

The Principal Federal Official, the National Response Framework, and the Office of Operations Coordination should be reworked to give FEMA the responsibility, authority, and capability necessary to achieve its mission. 

Right now basic emergency management functions – functions that FEMA needs to perform in order to achieve its mission – are being developed in other parts of the department. 

That is a problem.  That is not what Congress intended.  And it is something the new administration could change rather quickly without further action from Congress. 

If the new administration would take these actions in the first six months or year, I believe we could see some significant improvements in our nation’s ability to manage disasters. 

In addition, if they truly empower FEMA to manage all aspects of disasters I believe your relationship with the federal government will improve dramatically. 

FEMA understands emergency management is primarily a local and state responsibility and that a successful system has to be built from the bottom up.  DHS does not. 

When DHS has an initiative it comes to you from the top down. 

When DHS heavily influences a FEMA initiative it comes to you from the top down. 

But when it is a FEMA initiative, FEMA usually works with you from the beginning and you get a better product…. 

(6)  Today in Disaster History – Dec 4, 1868, Steamboats United States & America Collide: 
Sixty-one lives were lost by blunt trauma, burning and drowning on the Ohio River on December 4, 1868 when two paddle-wheel steamers, the United States and the America collide late at night. 

NYT story on “The Ohio River Disaster,” based upon a dispatch from The Louisville Courier & Journal, December 23. 1868: 

“…concerning the loss of life caused by the collision and burning of the steamers United States and America, on the night of the 4th inst.  There were, as well as can be ascertained, 150 passengers, officers, and crew on the States, of whom seventy-fire escaped at the time of the disaster.  Since then sixty-one bodies have been recovered.”    (New York Times, “The Ohio River Disaster,” December 25, 1868)  

“The United States, a splendid three-decker, was descending the river to Louisville. Just opposite Rayl's Landing, one mile above Warsaw, Kentucky, she collided with the America, which was ascending the river. The United States was sunk, but not before she was enveloped in flames, which were instantly communicated to the other steamer.  Both vessels were destroyed in less than five minutes. The fire was caused by the collision, which forced a number of barrels of petroleum that were on the guards of the United States into the furnace; at least this is the statement made by Mr. Andrew Harrigan, second clerk on that vessel. The cargo on both steamers was of a very inflammable material--consisting of brooms, whisky, cotton, bacon, etc. To this circumstance the speedy destruction of both vessels is to be attributed. The catastrophe was sudden, and there was an immense loss of life, mainly, however, on the United States, which lost 35 out of 65 passengers. 
    

“Captain R. M. Wade…says that…"The America…went into the States on the larboard, abreast of the baggage-room, and only cut through the guards and a few of the top timbers of the hull. The flames appeared to come instantaneously with the crash on both boats--shooting up above the top of the hurricane-roof of the States…. The wind was blowing hard up stream…. After the collision the boats appear to have been separated for a brief interval, but, according to the second clerk's statement, came together again, and a number of passengers were saved by jumping on board the America.  This clerk says there were 75 passengers on board the United States, and that of this number 25 were ladies. "There were," he says, "two bridal parties on the boat, and some of the passengers thought they would have a little fun in serenading them, which they did, and some twenty minutes after the serenade the collision occurred; and I think if it was not for the serenade the bridal parties would have been lost; but as they were in their state-rooms awake, they were apprised of the danger in which they were, and got off the United States on to the America; and as their state-rooms were on the same side as the America they were saved.  The scene in the cabin at the time was indescribable. Several ladies stood throwing their children overboard and crying for assistance. Upon the guards a number of ladies stood, wringing their hands and crying for help, but they would not leave the place they were in, and perished in the flames. Previous to the disaster we were enjoying ourselves in the cabin dancing, and the passengers had just entered their state-rooms."  (Wynkoop, Christopher H.  “Steamboat Disaster on the Ohio River,”  2004. At: http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~wynkoop/webdocs/steambts.htm ) 

(7)  Wal-Mart Disaster Model: 
Suburban Emergency Management Project.  “Wal-Mart Way in Disaster Preparedness/Response:  Policy Implications.” Nov 27, 2008. At: http://www.semp.us/publications/biot_reader.php?BiotID=569 
Excerpt:  

Is centrally directed emergency response and recovery from a natural disaster the only viable option anymore? This belief “seems to be faulty,” judging from the poor response from the federal government and the comparatively effective response from private retailers after Hurricane Katrina, argues economist Steven Horwitz, Ph.D. “Big-box retailers such as Wal-Mart were extraordinarily successful in providing help to damaged communities in the days, weeks, and months after the storm,” he declared…. 

(8)  Unanswered Email Backlog:  1,333 

(9)  EM Hi-Ed Report Distribution:  15,409 subscribers 

The End 
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