 “FEMA Higher Education Project Manager Discusses The New Generation of Emergency Managers”

Wayne Blanchard, Ph.D., CEM, is the Manager of the Higher Education Project for the Federal Emergency Management Agency. He was recently interviewed by IAEM Bulletin Editor Karen Thompson. 

Editor: In your “Higher Education Slide Presentation” on the FEMA Website 

[www.fema.gov/emi/edu], you list a number of characteristics that you state are part of the “emergency manager stereotype.” (See Figure 1.) Is this stereotype still the reality for most U.S. communities? 

Dr. Blanchard: Let’s put it this way—it is fairly representative of the way the emergency management community was the last time demographic information was gathered, a little more than 10 years ago. The community has been in progressive movement since then but I worry that there is still too much truth to it to take comfort or be complacent. The truth is that no one gathers this type of information anymore, and someone should. 

Editor: How rapidly is the stereotype changing toward the “new generation” emergency manager that you describe? (See Figure 1.) 

Dr. Blanchard: There is, as I just noted, a positive change taking place. The emergency manager of today is very different from the civil defense director of many years ago. A major change took place. As indicators of that change 6 years ago, there were only 5 colleges in the country offering emergency management type certificate or degree programs; today there are more than 60. Today there is a Certified Emergency Manager program sponsored by the IAEM; 10 years ago there wasn’t. Today NFPA [National Fire Protection Association] 1600 offers programmatic emergency management guidelines. Ten years ago it didn’t. Today NEMA [the National Emergency Management Association] is leading an effort (with the IAEM and FEMA) to create an “Emergency Management Accreditation Program” aimed at EM offices. Ten years ago it wasn’t. 

Back to my point: historically the field has moved from the nuclear attack-oriented civil defense manager of yesteryear to the disaster response-oriented emergency manager of today. Now another major change is needed. 

We need to focus on creating a safer country by developing and infusing disaster prevention and reduction in the American culture. To do this we need to promote disaster-resistant and resilient communities and sustainable development. The key to this new way of thought is to learn to live with the environment instead of trying to control the environment. If you take care of the environment, it will take care of you. To bring about a culture of disaster prevention, emergency managers will also need to improve and expand their skills in recognizing the social, cultural, economic, and political environment in which they operate in order to become catalysts for progressive change. 

Editor: You characterize the “new generation” emergency manager as being college educated, technologically more savvy, socially/culturally more sensitive, a promoter of disaster prevention, and working from a broader professional knowledge base. How important is lifelong learning to this “new generation” emergency manager? 

Dr. Blanchard: It’s essential. You have got to be able to keep up with the disaster research literature. You need to be able to understand disaster research findings and make relevant applications. The environment is constantly changing, thus approaches to the field must also change. And by the way, I know that it is not absolutely necessary to have a college education to do this—I know a number of first-rate emergency managers who don’t, including the previous Director of this Agency. But it does help—particularly when it comes to understanding the quantitative, statistical, and other research methodologies frequently employed in disaster research and reporting, and being open to change. 

Now back to my main point—the fact that we have skyrocketing disaster losses is in large measure a reflection of our societal choice making. Yes, the standard reason—more structures and more people—is one reason. However, the greater reason has to do with building in disaster- prone areas and by not building in accordance with local hazard conditions. You can expect this trend to continue escalating unless emergency managers, in conjunction with other agencies and organizations, and top political and appointed officials, begin to work cooperatively to curtail this pattern. 

Editor: What is holding emergency managers back from embracing the concept of partnership, networking, and cooperating?

Dr. Blanchard: Well, many do, but those who don’t, are held back by a lack of the requisite skills, including communication skills and the knowledge of a philosophical concept within which to place the perception that there is a need for partnerships and networking to achieve a goal of disaster reduction. That’s one of the big rubs in the emergency management community today. It’s too reactive, as opposed to proactive; it’s too focused on more efficient and effective disaster response and relief—at the expense of prevention and mitigation. The cost of disaster response is going up because we’re not doing enough of the right things. If all you ever do, or primarily what you do, is to design more effective and efficient disaster operations, it’s the logical conclusion that you will have little or no impact on the escalating costs of disasters. 

The only thing that can significantly impact disaster losses is prevention and mitigation. Emergency managers, as Dennis Mileti has said, need to be “catalysts for a safer America.” You can’t do this if the majority of your attention is spent on preparing for response. You need to balance mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery—and it needs to be a legitimate balance based on a holistic approach. In order to do this, you must communicate, coordinate, and network with a very broad range of organizations and people—in both the public and the private sectors. This includes working hard to weave emergency management into and throughout one’s organizational fabric. Not enough of that is being done today. 

Editor: What is the best advice you would give to a student who wishes to prepare for a future career as an emergency manager? 

Dr. Blanchard: The FEMA Higher Education Project was created to help a new generation of emergency managers address the issues of today and the future. The new emergency management profession needs to work with a knowledge-based framework augmented with on-the-job training rather than just an experiential framework. 

I advise students to enroll in a solid degree program and to focus on the development of a broad range of skills—many of which boil down to interpersonal communication and recognition that networking and coordination are more important than command and control. I would stress the need to pick up the tools and skills that would be needed to not only succeed in the field but to become leaders in it—the importance of risk assessments and risk management, an understanding of the disaster prevention and sustainable development philosophical context in which emergency managers should operate, and a recognition that more needs to be done to address the needs of those most impacted by disasters, such as the economically disadvantaged. 

Editor: You have developed a list of 10 ways in which you believe emergency management must change. (See Figure 2.) What is the most critical change that emergency managers must make in order to successfully face the problems of the future? 

Dr. Blanchard: Although there is a steep increase in disaster-related costs, we do know what to do about it. A large proportion of disaster losses today are attributable to a failure to draw on our hazard and disaster knowledge base. Land use decisions made today, for example, play a very significant role in the disasters of tomorrow. These decisions are made primarily at the local level. It is the responsibility of State and local appointed and elected officials to make the right decisions, such as not to allow uncontrolled development in floodplains. Where are these officials to get their information? Emergency managers should be high on your answer list. 

Emergency managers should be articulating a persuasive and defendable case to top decisionmakers on hazards, disasters, and what you can do about them, so that officials are making informed decisions about living with nature and addressing the needs of people most impacted by disasters. By and large, that is not happening enough today. Too many emergency managers are not articulating a persuasive case to top decisionmakers. They need to develop or demonstrate these skills and abilities. If you don’t do a local risk assessment that identifies the hazards facing your community and indicates what your vulnerabilities and risk are, how can you design and implement effective countermeasures, programs, and policies? Without doing a risk assessment, how can one articulate a persuasive and defendable case to key decisionmakers on the problems inherent in uncontrolled growth in hazard-prone areas? Many, if not most, emergency managers aren’t doing risk assessments—they’re doing hazard identification and analysis. There is no reason to expect top decisionmakers to come to this knowledge on their own. Emergency managers need to be the promoters of risk management and disaster reduction. 

It’s long past the time to be pointing out that disaster costs are significant and worthy of our attention. Disaster losses have been escalating for decades. Every projection shows higher losses in our future. We know what to do. You can’t say we don’t know what to do or that it’s too expensive. It is FEMA’s position that for every dollar invested in mitigation, there are two dollars saved in disaster losses. There’s a wide consensus that putting money into mitigation works—it saves lives and dollars. Emergency managers need to be able to persuasively articulate that case. They are the frontline of our defense against disaster losses and should be the drivers of disaster reduction. 

It is for that reason, as my last point in the “Ten Ways Emergency Management Must Change” attempts to make, that it is very important that local officials step up to the plate, own up to their hazard responsibilities, hire qualified people to do the job, pay them a professional salary, give their offices organizational visibility and access to the top, and adequately fund their programs. And though it is an aside from your question, I would also say that when it comes to doing the right thing, it is important that the Federal and State governments set good examples. 

[Figure 1] Emergency Manager “Stereotype” 

· Not college educated (4-year degree) 

· Middle to late middle-aged 

· Emergency management is second or third career 

· Job obtained other than with EM Competencies 

· Spend EM career in one jurisdiction 

· Disaster response planning-oriented 

· Works primarily with emergency services 

· Bureaucratic 

· Plans for jurisdiction (primarily disaster response-oriented)

· Has not done a risk assessment

· Has not done a mitigation plan 

· Has not done a strategic plan 

· Has not joined an EM professional association 

· Doesn’t read disaster research literature 

· Knowledge base is experiential

· Frequently wears other hats 

· Not well-paid or funded
· Many part-time and volunteer positions 

[subhead] The “New Generation” Emergency Manager

· College educated—many with EM degrees 

· More professional and knowledgeable 

· Knowledge base: science and research 

· Technologically more proficient/adept 

· Younger 

· More diverse and culturally sensitive 

· Emergency management is career of first choice 

· Building disaster-resistant communities focus 

· Proactive 

· Lifelong learner; reads disaster literature 

· Joins professional associations 

· Plans with jurisdiction stakeholders 

· Better paid 

· Better funding for EM programs 

· Upwardly and geographically mobile 

· Broader range of working contacts 

--From the “Higher Education Slide Presentation” which may be downloaded from FEMA’s Website at www.fema.gov/emi/edu. 

[Figure 2] “10 Ways Emergency Management Must Change”

1. Recognize that fundamental reform is necessary. 

2. Accept responsibility. 

3. Build on a foundation of risk assessment, mapping, and management. 

4. Move from response/reactive to preventive/proactive focus.

5. Transform from “Do-it-alone” mentality to partnering, coordinating, networking, and cooperating.

6. Develop skills to articulate and document persuasive case to top decisionmakers.

7. Mainstream (integrate) emergency management within local government.

8. Be a catalyst for social change.

9. Assess and evaluate programs, policies, and approaches.

10. Fill positions with qualified personnel.
--Wayne Blanchard, Ph.D., CEM 
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