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January 24, 1991 Stickney Memorandum on FEMA’s Response Readiness

Wallace E. Stickney was FEMA’s fourth Presidentially appointed and Senate confirmed Director (Executive Level II).  The previous Directors had been John W. Macy (1979-1981); Louis O. Guiffrida (1981-1985), and Julius W. Becton (1985-1989). Robert Morris, a Presidentially appointed Senate confirmed Deputy Director of FEMA served as Acting Director for two substantial periods (July-November 1985 and July 1989-May 1990).  In May 1990, a new Presidentially appointed Senate confirmed Deputy Director, Jerry Jennings, served as Acting Director until Wallace E. Stickney was confirmed in August 1990. That date was significant because Iraq was in the process of invading and seizing Kuwait.

Over the course of the fall of 1990, Director Stickney had systematically received briefings from FEMA staff, and held table top exercises (no actual movement of personnel or materials) to basic learn the emergency management and response system as it then existed.  Those briefings and exercises often involving both high-level political appointees and career officials, but never from outside FEMA, were filled with confusion and lack of detail. A simple reason for this confusion and lack of detail existed.  Very few political appointees or career officials understood all the plans and response systems that FEMA has either promulgated or signed onto through unfunded Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) or funded Memoranda of Agreement (MOA). Now, for the first time in its history, the United States was faced with Iraqi sympathizers or nationals retaliating with domestic terrorist attacks.  It should be stated that no formal threat assessment or warning was issued to the civil agencies, State or local governments or the general public or the civilian response community. In fact despite general knowledge that such attacks were possible, even if not directly threatened, FEMA was instructed by the staff of the National Security Council not to even discuss possible attacks.  Although the Federal Civil Defense Act of 1950 (Pub.L. 81-920) had contained authority for the Administrator to declare a “Civil Defense Emergency” that authority lapsed in 1974.

The context of planning in FEMA in 1990 must be understood as the source of the confusion and lack of clarity.  First, the civil National Security community had lived and died bureaucratically by planning for contingencies that would hopefully never occur. Various kinds of exercises, usually tabletops, concerned themselves with various contingencies.  In the 1980’s FEMA had participated with DOD in large-scale mobilization exercises, such as Rex-Alpha and Bravo (1982 and 1984) and paid for it bureaucratically when various organizations sued FEMA to learn the details of what was alleged to be a secret government.  Second, the HAZMAT’s community pursuant to the National Oil and Hazardous Substances Pollution Contingency Plan (NCP) issued originally through agency mandates and then pursuant to E.O. 12316 of August 14, 1981 (now E.O. 12580, as amended) had undergone real life situations requiring actual deployment and response. Even as late as December 1993, however, in a report to Congress, EPA identified continued confusion and overlaps in federal hazmats planning and response. See “A Review of Federal Authorities for Hazardous Materials Accident Safety”, December 1993, EPA 550-R-93-002. 

By November 23, 1988, when the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief Act, Pub.L. 100-707, had been signed, a Federal Response Plan for a Catastrophic Earthquake had been agreed to by all agencies in November 1987. The Earthquake Hazards Reduction Act of 1977 had mandated the plan.  This plan was the last major civil plan to contain a law-enforcement section, because after that date the Department of Justice refused to agree to inclusion of any law enforcement annex where the plan arguably did not have the Attorney General as the lead.  See for example, discussion of the National System for Emergency Coordination issued by the Domestic Policy Council in January 1988. 

Additionally, there was the Federal Radiological Emergency Response Plan (FRERP) promulgated pursuant to E.O. 12241 that by its own terms addressed terrorism. This plan had been published in 1985 and was last updated in 1996. It should be noted that NRC, DOE, and FEMA had signed an MOU in 1981 on radiological incident/event response that still exists, even though arguably conflicting with the FRERP.

It is interesting to note that as early as 1982, in NSD 47, the National Security Council had attempted to facilitate a single domestic response system.  That this issue still persists in evidenced by language in the National Strategy for Homeland Security issued in July 2002.

Trying to reconcile all this planning confusion, Director Stickney, four days before Desert Storm in a memorandum for all FEMA employees on January 24, 1991, mandating that the Federal Response Plan (for Public Law (93-288, as amended) would be used to support State and local response plans. This was the first use of the term Federal Response Plan because deep in the bureaucracy the Earthquake Response Plan had evolved into the Natural Hazards Response Plan and now was becoming the Federal Response Plan (initially issued in 1992).  The formal adoption of the Federal Response Plan finally occurred in 1995.  Documentation of planning and response confusion in FEMA in 1992 (even before Hurricane Andrew (August 1992)) exists in reports issued by the FEMA Inspector General.

The Homeland Security Strategy published by the White House Office of Homeland Security on July 6, 2002, had recommended combining (1) the Federal Response Plan; (2) the National Contingency Plan for Oil Spills and Hazardous Materials Releases; and (3) the Federal Radiological Emergency Response Plan into a National Response Plan. This recommendation was also the subject of Homeland Security Presidential Directive 5, issued on February 28, 2003, which added the concept of a National Incident Management System (NIMS) and named the Secretary of Homeland Security as the National Incident Manager.  The Homeland Security Act of 2002, Public Law 107-296, had also called for plan merger and assigned the responsibility to the Director FEMA.

This statutory direction was not, however, followed by the Secretary DHS Tom Ridge who assigned it to Admiral James Loy, then Acting Head of the Transportation Security Administration.
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FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20472

January 24, 1991

MEMORANDUM FOR:  ALL FEMA EMPLOYEES

FROM:                       /S/ Wallace E. Stickney




       Director

SUBJECT:                          FEMA’s Emergency Response Readiness

Events in the Middle East have made readiness a watchword throughout the world. Accordingly, we have reviewed and tested our plans, our communications system and procedures for support to state and local emergency response operations.  We found that some requirements and systems need updating and clear decisions needed to be made.  To ensure FEMA’s capability to support the full scope of emergency response, and best support the State and local response plans, which we helped, develop, I have determined that the Federal Response Plan (for Public Law 93-288, as amended) will be used if needed.  We use all or parts of this plan on a regular basis and it is the process with which states are most familiar.  The State and Local Programs and Support and National Preparedness Directorates are cooperating in fine-tuning this capability, and I am pleased with their progress.

Our readiness review identified some areas of FEMA in need of additional improvement.  These areas include the Continuity of Operations Plan and other routinely used management tools.  We are taking this opportunity to address these areas as well to assure a fully integrated response capability.  I appreciate your assistance in the longer term planning required to achieve these improvements.   We will be much a better agency next month that we were last month!

To date there is no known specific threat against any facility or person. However, because of the war in the Middle East, the potential exists that a terrorist act could occur.  FEMA, like most other departments and agencies, has taken steps to enhance security in this building and in all field activities.  In addition, security awareness of personnel has been encouraged through security advisories both local and nationwide.  We feel confident that should a specific threat become identified, we will be provided information to make available to all FEMA employees.  Moreover, should a threat exist anywhere in the country, we are confident that we and the state officials will be advised of this by those agencies tasked with law enforcement aspects of national security.

FEMA’s readiness to respond to major emergencies is an important responsibility for all of us.  I know we all want to offer our talents to FEMA when needed.  Extra assistance could be required were a major technological or natural disaster to occur.  Please let your supervisor know if you would like to volunteer to assist, should we need to implement the Federal response plan.

I appreciate your support in these times.  Our task without question is to execute our assigned programs and emergency operations.  We know our responsibilities.  We have reviewed, practiced, tested and updated our procedures.  We will continue to hone our skills and be prepared to do our best when called.  I am confident that if we all simply do our jobs well, we will ensure that the Federal Government will provide the support that the state and local governments need, when and if required.
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Extract from House of Representatives Report 102nd Congress 1st Session

H-Rept. 102-60 May 13, 1991

REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON ARMED SERVICES ON H.R. 2100

Page 408


“The controversy over the civil defense program stems from the fact that the program has focused on the cause of the disaster [strategic nuclear attack], not on its consequences. Yet, whether a catastrophe is caused by a foreign military attack, terrorism, a technological accident, or nature, the way to deal with the problem is fundamentally the same.  A citizen can get the same dose of radiation from a Soviet warhead, a primitive terrorist bomb, a nuclear power plant melt-down, an overturned DOE transport truck or an earthquake hitting a nuclear power plant.  The concept of “dual use” of civil defense resources was an effort to bridge the gap between military threats and natural disasters. The committee believes that FEMA should, within its limited funds, maximize its readiness to deal with the types of disasters most likely to occur.


The committee requests that FEMA develop and submit to the committee an outline of the basic emergency resources needed on the Federal level to deal with the types of disasters most likely to occur.  This baseline will permit the committee to better assess the sufficiency of the civil defense program.”
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