Report: Center for Transatlantic Relations Hypercomplex Events Meeting

The Center for Transatlantic Relations, hosted and sponsored by the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS), Verizon Communications, Electricite de France, the Embassy of France and some 17 universities in the United States and Europe, held its second meeting to explore issues of preparedness for what has come to be called “hypercomplex events”, which roughly equate to the FEMA concept of a catastrophic disaster.  Based on our work on behalf of the FEMA/EMI Catastrophe Preparedness and Response Course development project, Drew Bumbak and I attended the meeting in Washington, DC, for which I was invited to lead or facilitate two sessions.
While the work of the Center addresses various aspects of transatlantic relations, over the last couple of years it has focused on issues related to the difficulty of government and NGOs to mount an effective approach to managing and responding to hypercomplex disasters, both present and future.  The core concept is that we are entering into a historical period in which, due to global change issues (climate, economic, microbial and conflicts), and the increasingly intertwined networks of communications and supply lines, governments and NGO increasingly find themselves in a situation of responding to events that have so many layers of complexity that current “stove-piped” or uni-jurisdictional planning and training mechanisms are simply inadequate. Because of this, according to the organizers of this project, new “out of the box” thinking must be undertaken to explore new means of planning, developing alliances, and educating/training leadership and decision-makers on both sides of the Atlantic.  The project has yielded a first preliminary book: Lagadec E: Unconventional Crises, Unconventional Responses: Reforming Leadership in the Age of Catastrophic Crises and Hypercomplexity.  2007, Johns Hopkins University Press (ISBN 0-9788821-8-0).  
This meeting was attended by about 25 selected emergency managers, health specialists, policy makers and policy analysts from the U.S., France, England, Canada and Norway.  During one session I co-chaired, I was able to introduce and outline the rationale behind, and the structure of the Catastrophe Preparedness and Response Course we are working on for EMI’s Higher Education Project, which was received with considerable interest and numerous questions.  FEMA’s concept of educating emergency managers in such a way that they, in turn, can serve as sources of information and education for elected and appointed decision-makers, was new to the European participants in the meeting, and they were quite interested in this project.  I might add parenthetically, that I spent last week doing some consulting in England, and found that the British emergency preparedness professionals whom I met also found the concept of our course to be promising and useful for application in the UK.
Readers with questions can contact me at Bissell@umbc.edu. 
