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"Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job!" – President George W. Bush to FEMA Director Michael Brown, while touring hurricane-ravaged Mississippi, 09/02/05 

Forward

Back during the reign of President “Bill” Clinton, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) was focused on natural disaster emergency relief and preparedness.  This focus shifted when George W. Bush came into power.  The focus was shifted onto the War on Terror and Homeland Security – leaving little room for disaster mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery.  This led to major failures that took place within Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and FEMA.  There are several examples that can be cited about what FEMA did wrong during Hurricane Katrina.  Everyday in the news, we were subjected to more circus-like antics about “what FEMA did this time.”  There was the story of trucks with ice driving aimlessly around the country, how were reporters able to come and go within the disaster areas while food and water seemed to be absent, the Red Cross was denied delivery of necessities because the very act of distributing these items could discourage evacuation and the list goes on and on (Perrow, Charles - Using Organizations).  My personal favorite is that physicians were held back by FEMA from assisting the medical efforts underway because they were not licensed to practice medicine in the state of Louisiana.  But was FEMA the only one to blame?  The answer may just surprise you.

Was it just the nightmare of trying to file the proper paper work and follow administrative procedures that caused a breakdown in services?  Should FEMA have required the necessary paperwork to allow medical personnel go give aid and assistance?  With most fax machines unusable, at what point does the paperwork become meaningless?  It seems sad to think, that people’s lives were put in danger because the proper request forms could not be faxed.  Before we take a harsh look at FEMA, let’s look at where other breakdowns occurred.  FEMA’s hands were tied behind post 9-11 security procedures.  At crucial staging points such as at the airports, FEMA was struggling, looking for Transportation Security Administration Agents and Air Marshals to screen packages and process evacuees.  With power out in most of the area, x-ray machines did not work.  The decision was made to search evacuees manually (Perrow, Charles - Using Organizations).  Why were these the decisions that were being wrangled with and was this more of DHS’s doing then FEMA’s?


“Considering the dire circumstances that we have in New Orleans, virtually a city that has been destroyed, things are going relatively well.” – Former FEMA Director Michael Brown 09/01/05
Failures Abound

While New Orleans descended into hell on earth, about a fifth of the New Orleans Police Department abruptly quit from being overworked, tired, and demoralized or simply turned to crime and resorted to looting.  It remains a question as to whether this looting was done out of a sense of need or corruption and character.  Where was the National Guard?  Locked behind barracks and gearing up for deployment to Iraq.  What about the Navy?  A large Navy ship sat offshore but the call for help came days later.  More importantly, why did other relief agencies also run into operational trouble and were left unprepared as well?  First let’s take a quick look at how FEMA started and morphed to where it was Post Katrina (Block, Robert, Behind Poor Katrina Response, 2006).

FEMA in a Nutshell

Born in the 1970’s, FEMA was the darling of then President Jimmy Carter.  FEMA started with two goals.  The first was to provide disaster relief, prevention and mitigation.  The second, was to handle any Nuclear attacks and of course, national security.  Okay, the second goal seems out of place, but the general idea of FEMA was good.  After Carter, came Reagan who managed to completely ignore the first goal and focus a lot on the national security one, which sucked up a lot of funding and grew quite a lot.  A whole paper could be written on FEMA during this time delving into Department of Defense (DoD) and National Security Council (NSC), a top secret network, etc…  But suffice as to say in 1989 after Hurricane Hugo, Senator Hollings declared FEMA as “the sorriest bunch of bureaucratic jackasses I’ve ever known”.  After Hurricane Andrew in 1992, FEMA even had to resort to buying walkie-talkies from Radio Shack.  Under President Clinton, FEMA was able to stand up tall a little bit and actually got a leader with emergency management experience, James Lee Witt.  Witt, ushered in a new mission for FEMA, get back to the first goal set back in 1979.  It also had minimum political appointees (Block, Katrina Response).  

Alas, after finally finding the light, G.W. Bush swept into power and shifted FEMA under DHS.  DHS was a new agency that had been forced onto the President by some members of Congress.  Again, it was moved out of disasters and focused on the War on Terror.  A big mistake.  Money was cut, Preparedness was taken out of FEMA to run by itself, Grants and Funding was also moved and Michael Brown was put in charge of FEMA.  This was a leader without any emergency management experience.  FEMA lost it’s cabinet status.  “The General Accounting Office rated FEMA’s morale the lowest in any government agency ever” (Block, Katrina Response).  And by the way that is EVER with an E.  


“I don’t want to alarm everyone that, you know, New Orleans is filling up like a bowl, that’s just not happening.” – Mr. Bill Lokey Federal Coordinating Officer for FEMA

A Weak Link in the Chain


There are several links in the chain and many of them were weak.  There was a total breakdown of communications both at a Federal and State/Local level.  This was one of the biggest lessons learned from 9-11 and yet we made the same mistake again (Speckhard, Donna, Lessons Learned 2006).  Emergency responders in New Orleans and the surrounding areas all used different radio frequencies.  Why this is, I could not seem to find any information.  Local and federal systems could not talk to each other.  Four years this problem has been worked on and four years later, there was still large incompatibility issues and frequency issues(Block, Katrina Response).  

There was a severe shortage of helicopters in the area.  The USCG used all it’s helicopters for search and rescue missions.  The alternate evacuation site at the Superdome had a helipad too small to support helicopter landings for needed supplies.  Why did the state/local governments not prepare to supply or stock any of the fallback evacuation sites?  There was also the issue of tight airspace around New Orleans with the USCG in search and rescue mode, which was top priority, news helicopters, and other air traffic (GAO Report, 2006).

Our own military failed.  Troops stationed nearby at Fort Polk, LA had a Commander who was reluctant to have soldier’s aid in recovery efforts and aid for fear their resources would be needed for the missions in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  The President chose to send 7,500 troops from Ft. Hood, TX, Fort Bragg, NC and Marines from California and North Carolina.  It took not hours but days to get them on the ground in Louisiana (Block, Katrina Response).

The breaching of the levees was not a new problem.  For years government had not heeded the warnings that there was the potential for disaster.  The response from DHS and Mr. Chertoff was that no one could have predicted both a major hurricane and a breach of the levees would take place (Block, Katrina Response).  Yet, the Army Corps of Engineers knew all too well that the levees were in bad shape against a powerful storm.  The funding for fixing this problem was continuously cut and shelved (Speckhard, Lessons Learned).    

Local level missteps have to be pointed out here as well.  Besides the basic lack of a telecommunications system to inform the public and assist responders pre and post Katrina, there was as mentioned previously, a lack of supplies of food and water at the Superdome.  Why is it New Orleans can plan for Mardi Gras, Jazzfest and provide “parking and crowd control, adequate toilets for millions of visitors, but it’s hurricane plan was much more rudimentary” (Block, Katrina Response)?  Mayor Ray Nagin’s big hurricane plan was to get people to higher ground and have the state and federal government airlift supplies to them.  That was his major plan.  Shocking, I know.   

The Mayor Blames the Governor

Mayor Nagin is not void of blame.  Very early on the Mayor blamed Louisana Govonor Kathleen Blanco for the many failures.  In his interview on CNN by Soledad O’Brien, he praised President Bush’s efforts and response while criticizing the Governor’s planning and decision making.  The Mayor stated that Governor Blanco, even thwarted the President’s efforts to make immediate decisions when pressed (Sheppard, Noel, NewsBusters, 2005).  The President had pushed Governor Blanco for an immediate rescue decision and she postponed the decision by 24 hours which turned out to be a very crutical 24 hours (NewsMax, 2005, CNN interview).  

Michael Brown does not go Quietly into the Night


On September, 27,2005 the now ex-FEMA Director testified in front of Congress.  He stated FEMA did not own supplies, fire trucks, etc.. that this was a state and local responsibility.  He stressed that FEMA was a small agency and had a very small budget.  FEMA had taken critisim that the Red Cross was there as Katrinia unfolded but FEMA was not.  The Red Cross had been deployed by FEMA.  FEMA was not responsible to evaucate people.  Again, this had been a state and local responsibility.  FEMA was not a staff of policeman.  They had no law enforcement capability and therefore could not protect homes and properities from looting.  Can anyone say state and local responsibility again?  FEMA also did not do “communications”.  FEMA does not come into a hurricane event with radios and a system in place (The National Debate, 09/27/05).  

Brown did admit, he made mistakes.  He allowed the press to drive FEMA and not administer daily briefings.  He was unable to get the Mayor and the Govonor of Louisana to work together.  He stated he was unfairly portrayed by the media and that the staff of FEMA were tired of getting “beaten up” in the media.  Your heart almost goes out to this guy.  He really was portrayed in a Bush “axis of evil” way in the press.  No one points out the lack of problems in Alabama, Mississippi and Florida where the Hurricane also wrecked havoic there as well (The National Debate, 09/27/05). 

Why are we here and what can be done?


Some things need to be done and now.  Pull FEMA out of DHS and give it back it’s cabinet post – at least in times of disaster.  Quit stealing FEMA’s funding.  FEMA should not run it’s mission as part of the War on Terror or worry about security, FEMA needs to be an all hazard’s agency of preparedness and get it’s mission back on track.  Put Grants and Funding back under FEMA.  Limit the amount of political appointee positions that FEMA has.  DHS is a whole other ball game.  All three offices, Response, Recovery and Preparedness need to be under one roof and that roof needs to be FEMA.  


Some things were just not done right in the first place.  The levees in New Orleans were orginially constructed in sections, quite poorly.  It is no wonder that the system failed.  State and Local officials failed to have an adequate emergency plan that encompassed “transportation, housing and security that would be needed in an emergency crisis”.  The issue to evacuate came way too late in New Orleans.  Many of the residents were poor and did not own vehciles.  State and Federal response was very late in providing adequate “rescue and recovery resources” (Roberts, Patrick, 2006, Hurricane Katrina).  Lessons Learned were not taken put into actionable tasks such as the radio communications and frequency issues that occurred again.  Also funding for exercises should not be pulled.  This latter comes from a direct exercise that had been put on in Spring before Katrinia.  The exercise was a mock scenario on Hurricane Pam.  Pam was a hard hitting hurricane that blew into New Orleans.  Oddly enough, the levees were not breeched in this scenario based exercise and FEMA’s funding was cut and it had to pull out of the exercise about $850,000 into it (Roberts, Patrick, 2006, Hurricane Katrina).

Conclusion


What  we did after 9-11 was to completely dismantle our emergency response system and then put in a system that was far more inferior then what we had before.  FEMA’s mission which at one time worked, was to provide assistance to state and local governments with their emergency planning by means of grants and resources.  When DHS was put in charge of FEMA the essential mission was then focused on Homeland Security and the War on Terror.  FEMA was split up and any authority it had was stripped. Michael Brown possessed no political clout, no emergency management experience and had no decision making authority.  This leads to several problems.  First, you cannot have the confidence of your staff if you do not have the experience to back up what you are doing.  Second, he could not gain favortisim and political maneuvering needed to gain favor for a program.  

DHS as a whole is struggling badly.  Because the mother organization is having major problems, a child organization like FEMA only suffers.  FEMA must be taken out of DHS or at the very least, be given back it’s preparedness, response, recovery and grant directorates.  FEMA in times of emergency should have a direct line to the President.  Funding should not be cut from FEMA to shore up other programs outside it’s realm.  FEMA must provide State and Local governments the means to develop an all hazards approach to emergency planning.  This happens through traning and building relationships.  FEMA must makes improve it’semployee morale with clear and experienced leadership and guidance (Roberts, Hurricane Katrina).  


All the plans and guidance that is at a Federal and State level must be comprehened which means it is one thing to write a National Resposne Plan, and a National Incident Management Systems but do the people that need to use it understand it?  There also need to be clearly defined authorities and descriptions of responsibilty be this interagency, state and local.  The Lessons Learned that come out of each diaster and exercised event must be tracked, assessed and some agency or authority has to be accountable for action that needs to be taken.  We should not repeat the same mistakes over and over again (Speckhard, 2006).  FEMA must stick to Emergency Management as their Primary Role.

“Well, I said in July before Katrina that we had a lot more work to do in preparedness. And I think that was borne out, obviously, a month later.”--Michael Chertoff
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