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Abstract

The government's role in community disaster preparedness has historically been limited to assisting communities after a disaster has occurred.  When disaster strikes, local organizations and citizens first on scene are responsible for coordinating the initial response.  Recent years, however, have seen an increase in the complexity of disasters, making it more difficult to manage the response.  Local organizations often do not have the resources or the training to effectively react to the needs created by a disaster.  With the new millennium came a realization that the continental United States was no longer a safe haven from man-made disasters, and the need for local government to become active leaders in the development of a comprehensive community disaster preparedness program has never been greater.  With the support of federal and state programs, changes must be implemented to better enable local governments to effectively work with communities to prepare for and respond to all disasters, whether natural or man-made.  The redirection of the Federal Emergency Management Agency and establishment of the Office of Homeland Security show that the federal government is aware of the need to mobilize the public effort in preparedness, but with a history of limited government involvement, there are still obstacles to address before these preparedness and development programs can be fully integrated into, and accepted by, communities. It will be the responsibility of citizens and local government officials to work together to adapt the programs to their communities preparedness needs.  This paper will address the evolution of government involvement in disaster preparedness and examine some of the problems and changes associated with integrating comprehensive community disaster preparedness plans.

Introduction and Thesis

The belief that local knowledge and experience is best suited for dealing with the most common natural disasters (including hurricanes, tornados, and floods) has resulted in the yielding of that responsibility to local organizations and the citizens themselves.  The role of government in community disaster preparedness within the United States has historically been limited with focus primarily on natural disaster relief and civil preparedness.  The tragic events of September 2001 have brought with them the realization that the United States is not a safe haven from terrorist acts. Post 9-ll the United States federal government has focused on preparing the nation to respond to potential man-made disasters with the intent of enabling local governments, with federal and state support, to prepare communities to effectively respond.  This new focus means that the disaster preparedness efforts at the federal, state and local level in the United States should encompass all types of disasters. 

In ancient times, the word disaster was used to express a deep sense of dread, or from its astral derivation, disaster was used to depict a harmful influence that came from the heavens (Drabek & Hoetmer, 1991).  Merriam-Webster defines disaster as “a sudden calamitous event bringing great damage, loss, or destruction,” or more broadly they claim it is “a sudden or great misfortune or failure” (Webster M, 2004). Unfortunately, events that have the potential to cause damage, loss, or destruction are not uncommon.  Within the popular lexicon of today’s society these events are often spoken of as disasters, but regular and relatively routine events such as vehicle accidents and small fires result in a comparatively smaller scale emergency response.  Today when a community prepares for a disaster response, steps must be taken to prepare organizations and citizens alike to respond to events that will likely overwhelm local resources.  

A disaster distinguishes itself from an emergency in that it is an event that has had a significant impact on a community, or multiple communities, and requires extraordinary resources to bring conditions back to normal.  Determining how this definition applies to a particular event is dependent on many factors.  For example, a house fire in a large city of 1,000,000 people may be seen by that community as a routine emergency, however, that same house fire in a rural country town of 1,000 may be viewed as a disaster.  This implies that what constitutes a disaster depends on the community itself:  size, resource base, and disaster response experience (Drabek & Hoetmer, 1991).  How a particular community prepares for a disaster can have a great impact on the ultimate magnitude of a disastrous event, and furthermore, the effectiveness of that community’s government directly affects their preparedness levels.

Sources of Information

Of the four categories of disasters, natural, civil, technological, and ecological, the response to natural disasters has been the most common focus of local organizations and citizens.  Organizations such as the American Red Cross and Salvation Army have worked with local fire departments and citizen volunteers to establish protocols and plans within communities for response to natural disasters.  North America faces the possibility of a variety of natural disasters every year.  The type of natural disaster to strike is determined primarily by the climate and geography of the various regions across the continent; however, the magnitude of the impact is determined by the built environment and the community’s readiness (Drabek & Hoetmer, 1991).  In the last 25 years, the continental United States has issued 902 disaster declarations and been subjected to 442 natural disasters (Bissell, 2004).  Among these natural disasters are hurricanes, fires, windstorms, earthquakes, tornados and floods.    

The first documented attempt of a community working together to mitigate the effects of a disaster began with the Great Fire of London in 1666.  The destruction of nearly two-thirds of the city brought about the realization that fire victims could no longer rely solely on donations for survival and a return to “normalcy.”  The Great Fire led to the implementation of building codes and creation of private insurance organizations so that citizens could better prepare themselves for possible disasters (Drabek & Hoetmer, 1991).  In the mid-1700s the use of private organizations to provide a safety net to citizens crossed the Atlantic from Europe with the first successful fire insurance company in America, founded by Ben Franklin (Thompson, 1988).

In 1803, the United States Government took their first steps towards assisting communities with recovery from disasters.  A fire that tore through Portsmouth, New Hampshire, exceeded the response and recovery capability of local and regional resources, resulting in insufficient assistance to the citizens. In response the Congressional Act of 1803 was passed.  Congress followed this legislation with numerous others over the following decades in response to Hurricanes in Florida, earthquakes in San Francisco, and floods and tornados throughout the Midwest.  Similar legislation passed to provide for repair of roads, bridges and dams.  By 1950, Congress had passed 128 separate laws for disaster relief in specific incidents.  Realizing the role that the government was beginning to take in disaster relief, Congress passed the Federal Disaster Act of 1950 that combined the previous pieces of disaster relief legislation and, for the first time, provided permanent legislation regarding disaster relief.  

The federal government still had not taken sufficient steps to help prepare citizens for dealing with a natural disaster.  Rather they provided a network of support through disaster relief efforts for communities affected by disasters.  Through this time, the focus of the government on disaster preparedness was civil defense, which began in the early 1900s.  Indirectly, the civil defense preparedness efforts did benefit overall disaster preparedness across the country by means of new partnerships and stronger communications within the government.  Paralleling the Federal Disaster Act of 1950, Congress also elected to pass the Federal Civil Defense Act, which provided the states and their political subdivisions with guidance, coordination and training for evacuation and shelter programs.  These dramatic changes to increase preparedness were further accelerated by the creation of the atomic bomb.  Despite these changes, little was done to work with communities to mitigate the effects of natural disasters ((Drabek & Hoetmer, 1991). 

As the country progressed, the need for a government that was more proactive than reactive was realized.  In 1979, President Jimmy Carter created the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) with the task of responding to, planning for, recovering from and mitigating against disasters.  Soon after its creation, the agency was faced with several unusual events, further emphasizing the need for community preparedness.  The contamination of Love Canal, the Cuban refugee crisis and the accident at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant afforded the fledgling agency several opportunities to demonstrate the need for a comprehensive approach to disaster management (Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2004).  This approach led to the awareness of four phases of emergency management necessary for dealing with a disaster.  These phases, still in use today, are mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery.  It was the former two phases that were new to the arena of government involvement.  FEMA was tasked with educating the public about potential hazards and working with communities to ensure the development of plans and preparedness of organizations for potential disasters (Drabek & Hoetmer, 1991). 

The creation of FEMA initiated the role of federal involvement in preparedness, however, the lack of government involvement in community preparedness until the late 20th century is indicative of society’s response to emergencies and disasters as a whole.  Traditionally, it is not until an event occurs of such magnitude as to overwhelm pre-existing plans that society will perceive a need to focus on preparedness.  Unfortunately, history has demonstrated the tendency of citizens to rely on the government to take care of their preparedness needs.  Until recently, the government has been ineffective in educating the public on their role in preparing themselves for a disaster.  

Recently created departments and the development of various new programs are an indication of the government’s newfound awareness for the need to mobilize the public effort in preparedness.  The public’s acceptance of these new programs show that they too are aware of the need for participation on their part.  However, with a history of limited government involvement in community disaster preparedness, there are many obstacles that still must be addressed.

Findings

The events of September 11, 2001 refocused the country’s attention to disaster preparedness.  The realization of the countries lack of preparedness and the developments from the 9/11 Commission have helped to mold two new organizations charged with the responsibility of protecting the United States from a new era of technological disasters.  The US Northern Command (NORTHCOM) is the military arm responsible for homeland defense.  The mission of NORTHCOM is the “preparation for, prevention of, deterrence of, pre-emption of, defense against, and response to threats and aggression directed towards U.S. territory, sovereignty, domestic population, and infrastructure; as well as crisis management, consequence management, and other domestic civil support.”  As of October 2002, NORTHCOM began its duties working with the homeland security director of each state and the related federal and state emergency management agencies to define the role of U.S. forces operating in the United States who will provide support for the civil authorities in the event of future attacks (Global Security, 2004).  In August of 2004, NORTHCOM orchestrated, in partnership with the governments of Virginia and California, “Determined Promise 2004,” which was a major counter terrorism exercise designed to test the abilities of NORTHCOM to work with civilian agencies, as well as give federal, state and local governments an opportunity to rehearse plans for responding to a large-scale terrorist incident (Qualls & Foresman, 2004).   NORTHCOM is also working to promote the opportunity for individuals to play a role in preparing the country.  The command actively encourages participation in active and reserve military and has developed the CitizenCorps, a method for communities to attempt to involve every individual in their efforts of preparing the homeland for a disaster.  The CitizenCorps is a network of local councils, approximately 1,500 through the United States, which build on specific community strengths to provide education, training and volunteer services to every member of the community.  When a local government participates in Citizen Corps, it must commit to publicly supporting the program and attempt to engage everyone in the community to get prepared by forming Neighbourhood Watch groups and creating opportunities for citizens to get trained and volunteer.  The concept behind CitizenCorps is that “by starting at the local level and making sure that communities are better prepared, the nation is more secure and better prepared” (Citizen Corps, 2004)  

The second major agency to be created in response to the new post 9-11 threat was the United States Department of Homeland Security.  Emerging from a Presidential Executive Order in the fall of 2001, the U.S. Office of Homeland Security has been given the mission to lead a unified national effort to secure America from potential terrorist attacks.  The United States federal Department of Homeland Security brought together the many agencies scattered throughout the government into four primary directorates, to develop and coordinate a comprehensive national strategy to protect the United States.  Of these four directorates, the Emergency Preparedness and Response Directorate, which includes FEMA, is tasked with domestic disaster preparedness training.  Similar to the CitizenCorps developed by NORTHCOM, the Emergency Response and Preparedness Directorate has initiated the “Ready Campaign,” which includes a Citizen’s Guide to help families make their homes safer from disasters of all kinds.  The Ready Campaign has partnered with the American Red Cross, CitizenCorps, USA Freedom Corps and State Homeland Security Offices to provide citizens with the knowledge, training and volunteer opportunities needed to prepare for a disaster (Dept of Homeland Security, 2004).  One of the spin-off training programs from the Ready Campaign is CERT, the Community Emergency Response Team.  This 20-hour training program covers disaster preparedness, disaster fire suppression, basic disaster medical operations, light search and rescue, and team operations.  Communities make an effort to include at least one resident from every neighbourhood in the CERT training, because CERT teams, in addition to disaster response training are also educated in how best to prepare the community before a disaster strikes, by using events such as drills, neighbourhood clean up, and disaster education fairs.  CERT programs offer a proactive opportunity for citizens to help better prepare them to be ready to deal with a disaster (Dept of Homeland Security, 2004).

The programs implemented by the newly created U.S. federal agencies have already begun to have an impact on the response capacity and equipment available to certain communities in the United States.  Among the most pronounced have been the changes made within the state and local public health sector. Historically, community emergency medical services and local hospitals have been tasked with community preparedness education, leaving a large amount of the health sector on the sidelines.  With the contributions of public health to bio terrorism and disaster preparedness considered very weak by many prior to 9-11 the federal government has made specific efforts to demonstrate the community benefits of health sector preparedness (Bissell, 2004). 

In June of 2002, President Bush signed a new piece of national legislation, the Public Health and Security and Bio terrorism Preparedness and Response Act. This initiated a $4.3 billion investment into the United States public health infrastructure whereas the funds were allocated to state health departments. This is the largest one-time federal investment the United States has made in Public Health, Security, Bio terrorism Preparedness and Response.  Many state health departments used the unexpected funding to build strategic leadership and coordination, preparedness and response plans, public health surveillance and detection system and strengthen state level epidemiologic investigation and response.  The Ohio Department of Health also applied a portion of their funds to assess the response of a local health department during a simulated covert smallpox attack. This assessment was made in an attempt to evaluate whether preparedness needs were being met.  The results of the survey are still being analyzed (Brannen & Stanley, 2004). 

The United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has also investigated the preparedness improvement level made within the public health sector.  The CDC issued a Capacity Inventory as part of their efforts to improve the ability of public health agencies to respond to emergencies.  The purpose of the Capacity Inventory was to track grant guidance sequentially and to function as a tool for state and local public health agencies to use as they implement preparedness and response programs being funded through federal grants (Costich & Scutchfield, 2004). 

The Public Health Sector, however, is only one sector that must be mobilized in the fight to prepare for and respond to disasters.  The rapid response needed to a national disaster situation involves training local elected officials in every community to take control in a disaster situation. The United States Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA, now located within the new Office of Home Land Security) and the U.S. National League of Cities (NLC) have conducted workshops for several communities which focus on the development of local emergency management policymaking processes and the actions necessary to implement them.  These agencies stress the responsibility of local elected officials to protect their citizens from disasters and plan for an effective response, also stating that preparation for disasters is an on-going process.  These workshops support the need for local elected officials to demonstrate their commitment to emergency management before a disaster occurs, because without their commitment, communities will be less likely to regard emergency preparedness as a necessity.  Indeed, in many instances, citizens have perceived that it is the role of the government to protect them in an emergency and they neglect to take the necessary steps themselves to mitigate the potential for disasters or prepare for recovery (Goble, 1996). 

Another key element to disaster readiness is the first responder, also commonly referred to as an emergency responder.  Until recently, the term emergency responder was used in the United States to refer to the group of law enforcement, fire and emergency medical personnel typically involved in an emergency situation.  The title of emergency responder has expanded to include all of those personnel in a community who may be called upon for assistance in responding to a disaster event, whether technological or man-made.  Unfortunately, many of these additional first responders, including those within public health systems, contractors, commercial assets and private non-profit groups, have not received adequate attention or funding and as a result lack the sufficient resources to respond to large scale emergencies.  Efforts to create a National Emergency Response System in the United States are hindered by the limitations associated with individual communities and difficulty in coordinating massive numbers of resources.  However, U.S. efforts have been made to develop a “system of systems” approach to emergency preparedness.  This approach allows communities and regions to focus on the responses in which they are competent and share this knowledge with communities that may be struggling.  This new strategy links knowledge entities at a national level, which increases the abilities to share skills, knowledge and scarce resources, but without exceeding a single communities ability to perform at a nationally set standard (Carafano, 2003). 


The extensive use of redesigned disaster exercises has been another tool utilized to train professional emergency responders and citizen volunteers alike.  It has been found that citizens in particular are the most susceptible to unrealistic perceptions of disaster preparedness.  Disaster exercises have proven to be an effective tool in demonstrating the links between planning, training and exercising and ultimately enhancing the response knowledge of citizens.  Exercises focusing on utilizing current disaster plans are in most cases an excellent opportunity for planners, trainers and managers to observe and rate the performance of persons and agencies involved in the activity.  Additionally, it has become more evident that there is a social psychological benefit for the individuals who participate in the disaster exercises.  The drills in the United States have been shown to shape the individuals’ perspective of how the emergency management process works, and how imperative preparedness is to the ultimate outcome of a disaster event.  The experiences of individuals during the disaster exercises illustrate the critical role of teamwork in responding to disasters and the necessity of establishing those bonds prior to an event.  The results of these exercises are increased confidence of a locality or region to respond and awareness of the importance of preparedness (Perry, 2004). 

Perhaps the most necessary role the federal government has played in the preparation of the country is making both state and local governments responsible.  By supporting local governments with financial aid and logistical assistance, the federal government is focusing the responsibility for preparing and managing of initial disaster response with local governments.    The growing role of state and local governments in disaster preparedness brings with it a more comprehensive emergency plan that is region-specific.  What works for one state or locality may not necessarily be sufficient for all the others.  The contributions of federal experience combined with the regional knowledge of local governments will enable communities to develop plans sufficient to their needs and resources (Cohen, 2003). 

Discussion

What began with the incorporation of building codes and fire insurance in London in 1666 has gradually evolved into a comprehensive approach to preparing communities for disasters.  More recently, this evolution has continued with a rapid transformation from passive involvement by non-emergency management organizations to an inclusive system designed to bring all organizations and agencies into a state of readiness.

Early roles taken by the United States’ government, as well as those of disaster and emergency management agencies, focused on response and recovery to natural disasters.  It was not until late in the 20th century the United States first considered the benefits of mitigation and preparedness to the disaster response and recovery process.  However, by the time that U.S. agencies were able to effectively retool to help communities prepare themselves for natural disasters, a new age of disasters post 9-11 was realized.  With this new age of disasters came a need for additional steps in the fight for preparedness including more agencies to coordinate the needs of the United States. Additional action by federal, state and particularly local government to enable communities were also needed to prepare for and, if necessary, respond to a disaster.  

The new role that the government in the U.S. should play in disaster preparedness was initiated at the national level through the creation of the Office of Homeland Security and U.S. Northern Command.  But since their creation, additional national studies and reports, including the U.S. 9/11 Commission Report have shown an increased need for an expansion of training, education and preparedness from the federal government level down to the local community level.  The first responders on the scene of a disaster will, in most instances, be required to respond with little assistance initially from the state or federal level throughout the United States, Responders within the local community must be prepared to recognize the type of disaster and make decisions to protect the community.  When a large-scale event occurs, it will not be possible for the federal government to readily provide assistance to all communities affected.  Consequently, these U.S. federal agencies are now attempting to provide local officials, agencies and citizens with the tools necessary to increase community preparedness.  

Though the recent focus of U.S. disaster funding for response capacity has been primarily focused on terrorist events, the benefits from this technological disaster preparedness orientation should crossover to natural disaster preparedness.  As a result of the U.S. government role of encouraging preparedness within the communities, the ability of communities to deal with natural disasters has been increased.   

The quest for community disaster preparedness is an ongoing process.  In the United States fledgling agencies are only now beginning to find their niche in the comprehensive overview of emergency management and the benefits they will be able to provide to communities have not been fully realized.  The benefit of local government involvement in community preparedness is also just beginning to be understood.  It is the responsibility of local governments to obtain information from the U.S. federal programs and provide it to their local communities.  It is the responsibility of the local governments to encourage the participation in disaster exercises and planning, and they must demonstrate a commitment to community disaster preparedness.  When these roles are met head on, then local communities within the United States will truly be better prepared when a local or national disaster, natural or technological, occurs.
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