
it through and invented the emergency policy 
making institutions it requires. That is a step that 
must still be taken.”
■ Hand-overs across boundaries: As action 
in a crisis scales up and becomes more complex, 
leadership or responsibilities may need to be 
handed over to others with different skills or 
broader authority and resources. Frequently this 
evolution produces substantial friction between 
organisations or jurisdictions, even when plans or 
statutes theoretically provide for such transitions. 

During Katrina, such friction became apparent 
as the city and mayor clashed with the state and 

large-scale disaster needs sustained political 
support for emergency preparedness budgets, 
notwithstanding competing, often compelling 
demands for funds from stakeholders concerned 
with quite different issues. In the American federal 
system, debate about how much responsibility 
and burden should be assumed by each level of 
government is also likely to be endemic.

The sudden demand for many vehicles 
to evacuate those without cars, elderly, or 
handicapped people from New Orleans indicates 
the critical need for the right kind of resources, 
in sufficient quantities, to be available in timely 
fashion. Some of these resources can be provided 
for in advance. Improved plans should be in 
place to provide surge capacity for transport, 
food and water, medical facilities and personnel. 
The task requires careful advance assessment 
of potential needs, detailed logistical planning 
for transporting resources to disaster sites (or 
people away from disasters) and procedures for 
operational integration of personnel and material 
from many sources. 

Given the cost of acquiring and maintaining 
this capacity, different levels of government must 
work out in advance how their emergency plans 
align to provide for sudden surges in demand. 
They will be moving a potential element of crisis 
‘novelty’ into the realm of ‘routine’ preparedness. 

Even if emergency plans are adequate 
for severe routine emergencies, the novel 
circumstances of a crisis may also generate 
unexpected demands for resources (or 
predictable demands for which supply remains 
inadequate) making improvised scale-up 
essential. This will involve further considerations.
■ Maintaining situational awareness: 
In any crisis, responders (both individuals 
and organisations) must maintain situational 
awareness. They need to gather and assimilate 
key facts – often under conditions of great 
confusion and uncertainty – and assess how they 
are positioned to deal with the emergency. The 
response to Katrina reflects numerous examples 
of situational unawareness: failure to expedite the 
evacuation of New Orleans sufficiently in advance 
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governor. Both criticised the federal response, 
and voices in other agencies within the federal 
government criticised FEMA’s performance in 
leading the federal response. 

The mere existence of laws, emergency plans 
or NIMS does not ensure that responsible officials 
will play their roles effectively or that conflicts 
will not arise when interpreting the rules. In the 
midst of crisis, the leaders of individual agencies 
or political jurisdictions may find it personally or 
politically difficult to recognise or acknowledge 
that exigent events surpass their ability to cope 
with the crisis and might resist turning full or 
partial responsibility over to others.

Hesitation
While no advance preparation can fully mitigate 
such reactions, addressing the possibilities 
inherent in disaster scenarios can reduce 
the chances of hesitation or paralysis. Institu-
tionally, within jurisdictions and across levels 
of government, senior officials should address 
the conditions and procedures under which a 
hand-over would be made. Key officials must also 
consider their personnel as well as institutional 
preparedness. Preparedness requires anticipation 
of the potential need for such hand-overs and 
readiness to make (or accept) transfers of respon-
sibility when the initial allocation is unworkable 
in the face of a particular disaster. Newly elected 
or appointed officials need to think through their 
substantive functions and moral responsibilities 
as crisis leaders in advance, rather than 
addressing their obligations for the first time in 
the midst of catastrophe.
■ Improving disaster response: Katrina has 
shown that the United States has not progressed 
as far as some believed in building better 
emergency response capacity in the aftermath of 
9/11 and the establishment of the Department of 
Homeland Security. Addressing the core strategic 
problems identified above means moving forward 
effectively in four realms: 
● Capabilities: Successful disaster response 
depends upon sufficient equipment, supplies, 
transportation and trained responders with the 
capacity to sustain themselves in the field for 
the necessary length of time. Even though there 
are ways in which the quantity, quality and types 
of resources available in the US for emergency 
response could be improved, a lack of resources 
is not the principal constraint on more effective 
response. The main challenge, particularly to 
provide adequately for surge capacity, lies in 
being able to locate, mobilize, and move them 
swiftly – and to coordinate their use effectively 
upon arrival at a disaster scene. 
● Structures and systems: Making the National 
Incident Management System truly operational 

at the local and state levels, as well as clarifying 
and effectively integrating it with the National 
Response Plan at the federal level, as discussed 
above, is a critical step. It is essential to develop 
scalable emergency response capability that 
has the flexibility to respond to a wide range 
of potential threat types and disasters. At all 
levels of government, it is important to develop 
enhanced mutual aid agreements that authorise 
and make operational a wider range of co-
operative arrangements between communities, 
states and within regions for all emergency 
response functions. Both NIMS and mutual 
aid agreements must not be mere ‘paper’ 
arrangements, but ‘live’ procedures for which 
personnel are trained, exercises are conducted 
and routine implementation serves to test 
procedures operationally.
● People: Both first responders and emergency 
managers throughout the emergency response 
system need increased training and exercising, a 
need that has started to be filled in the post-
9/11 period but which requires strengthening 
and sustained commitment. Training and 
exercises need to be conducted, not only for 
traditional forms of emergencies, but also for new 
contingencies, such as terrorism and emergent 
infectious disease. This training must be regular 
and varied, to keep skills sharp and to prepare 
new members of these professions for the threats 
they may encounter. 

In addition, there is a need to develop a 
cadre of senior disaster managers -in cities, 
states and at the federal level – who develop 
proficiency and deep experience in managing 
emergencies. It is particularly important that they 
obtain experience in dealing with situations that 
cut across emergency response professions, 
agencies, jurisdictions and levels of government. 
Were this to happen, individuals would become 
more skilful in handling severe challenges. Even 
more important, the most able among them could 
be identified, promoted and deployed to face the 
most demanding circumstances of natural and 
technology disasters, emergent infectious disease 
or terrorism.
● Co-ordination: Individual response 
organisations in many locales are fully capable 
of dealing with the routine emergencies that they 
most frequently faced. As Katrina demonstrated, 
however, crises demand levels of co-ordination of 
governmental and non-governmental resources, 
including many that are not part of the normal 
configuration of emergency agencies, which 
the response system is not currently able to 
provide. The American federal system does not 
centralise command in the hands of a single 
entity. As a result, crisis co-ordination inevitably 
depends heavily on voluntary collaboration across 

agencies, jurisdictions, levels of governments 
and between the public and private sectors.

One key is to develop a co-ordination 
infrastructure in advance, by laying out ground 
rules, establishing protocols about how 
information will be shared and decisions made, 
promulgated and implemented. The NIMS 
system is an important step in that direction, as 
is the deepening web of mutual aid agreements 
between jurisdictions. A second key is to make 
sure that the formal infrastructure is given life by 
exercising it regularly- through simulated and real 
action – and by building personal relationships 
among the people who will be involved. Both 
practise and relationship formation are crucial.

Collaboration
The task of collaboration, as argued above, has 
both a technical and political component, which 
necessitates construction of an infrastructure 
of co-ordination along both dimensions. NIMS 
significantly advances the technical co-ordination 
task, but it provides little structure for the political 
co-ordination function, which is likely to be at 
least equally important in crisis situations. This 
political infrastructure must be developed within 
metropolitan areas, within and among states, 
and between states and the federal government 
– and leaders must not be satisfied with paper 
procedures that may fail in time of need because 
of inexperience.

The tasks identified here face serious 
obstacles, too complex to be addressed in 
depth in this article. These include: the division 
of authority in the American federal system 
of government; conflicting constellations of 
stakeholders at different levels of government and 
within jurisdictions; ‘feast or famine’ budgeting 
for emergency preparedness; the independence 
or near autonomy of different functional or policy 
domains; and insufficient integration of the 
private sector in the emergency response system. 
As the response to Katrina revealed the costs of 
failing to act in time are real and great. CRJ
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