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    CHAPTER 1

    WELCOME TO D.C.

    THE FIRST LESSON I learned when President George W. Bush appointed me Under Secretary of Homeland Security was that few people understood the concept of what I have come to call deadly indifference, and almost no one wanted to deal with its many realities.

    The people of the United States accept that we need a strong defense that includes intelligence gathering, which could prevent another 9/11. We support the development of ever more sophisticated weapons; well-trained, well-equipped armed forces; close ties with the friendly countries to the immediate north and south of us; and a powerful Coast Guard protecting our coastlines.

    We accept the need to respond to health issues, such as an impending influenza pandemic, with whatever vaccines might prevent the illness or save the lives of those with the most severe conditions. And those who live in areas where natural disasters—hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, mudslides, and earthquakes—are regular, albeit often unpredictable, occurrences recognize the need to be able to respond quickly to the needs of those in danger.

    INDIFFERENCE AND DENIAL

    Other concerns are ignored for one reason or another: budget constraints that reduce spending without regard for critical need, bias against the socioeconomic level of the people affected, the desire to look prepared for a disaster rather than face criticism for admitting we’re not, and refusing to take what will be an unpopular stand even though it is the right thing to do.

    There is also a denial of what constitutes danger to one’s self or one’s community. The city of Los Angeles is concerned with how emergency services can respond to the next earthquake, knowing that both small and large quakes are a relatively unpredictable but certain aspect of living in the region. And while Los Angeles—and California—take earthquake planning seriously, in the midst of a major earthquake, most services will be lost, communications limited, and frustrated clusters of populations left isolated, shocked, and disoriented. Yet this does not change the fact that every year thousands of people move into earthquake-prone neighborhoods. These newcomers are indifferent to the risk, and unless something shocks them into facing reality, they ignore what should be their first concern.

    For example, a former television executive—an attorney and executive producer—quit her job and moved east within a few weeks of her daughter starting kindergarten. As is common throughout the country, the parents of these schoolchildren were expected to provide certain supplies that might be needed during the school year. These included a box of tissues, a container of hand sanitizer, crayons, an old shirt to use as a smock when painting, and an earthquake kit containing some food and a letter assuring her daughter that she would pick her up as soon as possible. The list was given without explanation, as though a child taking his or her own earthquake kit to school was a normal occurrence.

    It was a normal occurrence, of course, but not if you were indifferent to the realities of a very dangerous region of the country. The producer finally understood that all the jokes about “the big one” had such a harsh basis in fact that no job, no weather conditions, and no home was worth the possible loss of a child.

    Similar stories can be told of people moving to hurricane-prone Florida or tornado-prone Oklahoma or flood-prone Iowa or blizzard-prone Minnesota or any of the wildfire-prone states. Virtually everywhere we live presents us with hazards and potential disasters that we choose to overlook, instead seeing only the beauty of the coasts, the majesty of the mountains, or the magnificence of the rivers.

    The specifics of this problem vary from community to community, state to state, and nation to nation, but they exist without regard to politics, citizenship, or theology. In fact, for some, the causes might be lumped together under the acronym of NIMBI— Not In My Best Interest. NIMBI did not cause Hurricane Katrina, America’s deadliest natural disaster in recent years. But lives were lost, and hardworking individuals were ridiculed, ignored, and then blamed for failing at a task those responsible would not allow to be handled in a timely manner. And having been the person most responsible for coordinating the federal government’s preparation for the coming storm and its role in the aftermath, I had a unique view of what might be called the perfect political storm. Local leaders delayed acting to avoid voter backlash in case events changed at the last minute and constituents questioned their decisions; state leaders with exhausted regional resources tried to take credit for whatever worked while blaming others for any failures; members of Congress pretended that photo ops at the disaster site actually meant they were involved with recovery; and the agencies truly involved attempted to accomplish a job where their success would be attributed to others. Votes would be gained and lost, a situation that many in Washington saw as being of far greater concern than a hurricane whose destructive force had passed. It was a perfect political storm that would one day make or break careers, including mine.

    Hurricane Katrina happened during a Republican administration, but the harsh realities transcend political parties, economics, age, race, or ethnic origins. In one form or another, we are too often a nation in denial.

    This is not to say that most people fail to recognize inherent dangers where they choose to live. They consider their lifestyle choices to be ones where they recognize potential dangers but feel they are worth the risks. Where I lived in Colorado, fire prevention efforts on your property—fire-retardant shingles, carefully positioned water hoses, clearing of ground cover, and planned escape routes—become the trade-off one makes for living in the midst of the natural beauty.

    In other locations around the country, the construction of breakwaters and other protective barriers becomes the trade-off for living near the water’s edge. People realize there is a risk, a downside to experiencing what they consider great beauty all around them, and most plan how to handle whatever might go wrong. This is no different from moving into an urban high-rise apartment in a high-crime area, delighting in the view, the ability to walk to work, to get around by bicycle more than car, and so forth, but adding high-security locks and an alarm system.

    However, it is inexcusable when developers, politicians, and others with a vested interest in an unsafe location—a so-called hundred-year floodplain, for example—pretend they know the short- and long-term safety of the area. They sell commercial property as though the dangers and their timing are predictable, vilifying those who say otherwise.

    When a professor at Arizona State University in Tempe stated that removing groundwater from a suburb popular with developers was a danger to the community, he was told he was wrong. More and more houses were built without problems ... until sinkholes developed randomly, essentially swallowing yards, rendering buildings unsafe, and causing other damage. All of us make lifestyle choices, sometimes recognizing what we are doing and the price we may pay, but sometimes we are misled by elected officials and unscrupulous businesspeople who sell a dream of the moment without mentioning the likely nightmare in the years to come.

    * * *

    Personal journal entry, October 12, 2001, one month after terrorists attacked the World Trade Towers and the Pentagon:



    The Consequence Management Working Group is to identify holes or defects in our consequence management assets and strategies. We are to identify areas where we’re weak in responding to a terrorist attack and how we can respond better in the future.

    The CMWG initially utilized the FEMA Emergency Support Teams [EST] that were already ... coordinating the response to the New York and Pentagon attacks. The group identified a large hole in our ability to respond to biological or chemical attacks. The group ... determined that our vaccine and pharmaceutical stockpiles were inadequate, including equipment to disperse the drugs. They also identified holes in the equipment and protective equipment available to first responders and others who would respond to such an incident.

    The CMWG also reviewed the entire Federal Response Plan and identified 137 different deficiencies that needed to be corrected.

    The same day that I was a part of the briefing given at the White House to President George W. Bush, Vice President Dick Cheney, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, Secretary of State Colin Powell, and other high officials, a simultaneous briefing on the same subject was being given to Congress. Both briefings were based on the same material, but as I noted in my journal:



    The briefing created a stir, because while we were busy telling the President that we weren’t ready for a chem/bio attack, Secretary of Health and Human Services Tommy Thompson was testifying on the Hill that essentially we were completely ready for such an attack. Of course his testimony made all the headlines at the same time the President was being told the opposite. On the next NSC [National Security Council] Deputies’ conference call the Assistant Secretary of HHS, Claude Allen, told the group the same thing. I sat in stunned silence... . Certainly HHS had identified the same issues we had, and were trying to get programs and money in place to address these concerns. However, it was clear we still weren’t prepared for a chem/bio attack.

    That was my thinking in those early weeks as under secretary. Like perhaps most people in the United States, I developed a feeling of insularity. We were being attacked by people from other countries, other cultures, other belief systems. We had experienced a first strike with more than three thousand deaths that revealed the nation’s largest city to be vulnerable to isolation. People fled on foot across bridges and through tunnels. But Manhattan could have been totally isolated if all escape routes had been cut off, either by an enemy or by panic. The island city had been lucky as well as unfortunate, and I, like many others in government and private think tanks, at first felt we had to plan better and be ready for the next assault. I felt comfortable with the government rhetoric—the need to destroy the enemy before the enemy could return to our soil.

    My work as under secretary was actually my second federal government position related to natural and manmade disasters. My first job for President George W. Bush was as general counsel for FEMA— the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

    I often describe FEMA’s primary role as being the honest broker within the federal government. First, it is an organization that has two things that are critical when there is a regional or national emergency— direct access to the White House and a budget meant to be tapped during crises. All that is necessary to utilize FEMA is for the President to declare an area a federal disaster, after which the agency arranges whatever assistance is needed.

    Most Americans think of disasters as relatively infrequent events. They remember 9/11. They remember one or two hurricanes or a tornado cutting a swath of destruction through the Midwest. By the time I was preparing for Hurricane Katrina at the start of George W. Bush’s second term, I had been responsible for the federal response to 160 different presidentially declared disasters.

    FEMA originally was considered the agency that would handle the federal response to disasters. That was in 1979. Jimmy Carter was president, and though he was already having problems in the Middle East, no one expected the United States to be attacked in the manner of 9/11. That thinking changed under President Ronald Reagan, who was concerned with a Soviet attack and the domestic needs for running the government when the country had been struck by atomic weapons, again something that was feared but which didn’t happen. The idea of a natural disaster gradually faded for the planning personnel to such a degree that just ten years after its creation for such eventualities, FEMA was unable to handle hurricane damage.

    It was under President Bill Clinton that FEMA, then led by James Lee Witt, entered a stage I thought it should have been at all along. This was the planning for all hazards facing the country, whether natural or manmade. The idea, in its simplest form, means that it doesn’t matter what causes a building to fall, a bridge to collapse, or any other catastrophe. The rescue of trapped survivors, cleanup, and restoration concerns are the same. FEMA would be ready for whatever might occur, whether it was caused by Mother Nature or man.

    By the time I became involved with FEMA, the 9/11 attack had caused many in Congress to return to the idea that FEMA should be a part of the antiterrorism effort. Suddenly there was less flexibility, fewer options for response. In addition, while the Department of Homeland Security had 180,000 employees, FEMA had fewer than 1,700 men and women. The bastardization of FEMA’s mission, the evisceration of its budget, and the shifting of its personnel, had created an air of tension, disillusionment, and distrust of the administration’s reorganization plans. However, everyone in FEMA continued to be as effective as possible each time we were needed.

    When FEMA made a request during a disaster or crisis, several things happened. First, if an agency such as the Department of Transportation was tasked by FEMA to do something, their action would show the agency, its personnel, and its leadership in a beneficial light. The media would cover what was happening with positive stories about tax dollars flowing from a compassionate government’s elected officials and bureaucrats. Even more important to the leadership of a department tasked by FEMA was that the cost of whatever was requested did not come out of their budget. Any costs were reimbursed by FEMA’s disaster relief fund budget.

    A second role for FEMA, when I became general counsel, was leading the federal government’s Continuity of Operations, known as COOP, and its Continuity of Government, known as COG. You may have seen or heard the acronyms, though usually without explanation. The truth is that the two responsibilities were among the most important, most challenging, and, to be honest, some of the coolest activities I could imagine.

    Continuity of Operations was established in case the operations of the federal government were disrupted in some way. FEMA was the agency that had the facilities, the procedures, the money, and the other means to keep the government operating in a new, safe location.

    The classic example is a disaster happening in Washington, D.C. While most people think of an enemy attack on the city, natural disasters are often the greatest threat. For example, in September 2003, Hurricane Isabel was headed for the nation’s capital. We had no idea if it would strike and certainly no sense of how strong it would be when it reached land. What we did know was that if the worst-case scenario occurred, government operations would be disrupted.

    FEMA had no idea how the crisis would be handled by the state and local governments in the District of Columbia, Virginia, and Maryland, nor was it our job to order an evacuation or otherwise give orders in that regard. Our job was to maintain parallel government operations in a location safe from possible disaster. Should Washington, D.C., be temporarily shut down by the hurricane, the secondary location would maintain business as usual.

    FEMA was, and is, often the subject of conspiracy theorists because of its Continuity of Operations and Continuity of Government roles. One such theory was that FEMA was the shadow government, the hidden force that really ran the country. According to some conspiracy theorists, FEMA could declare martial law and take control of the nation.

    For Hurricane Isabel, the D.C. government never bothered to order an evacuation. District officials issued warnings concerning the force of the storm and the potential danger, but that was the extent of it. However, FEMA alerted every government department and agency to implement their COOP plan. This meant that designated teams of employees were immediately sent from each agency to whatever facility had been delegated for their use. They would then prepare to continue the agency’s work should D.C. be temporarily shut down.

    Some of the facilities were in regions in no danger from whatever was happening in Washington. Some of the locations were underground, such as Mt. Weather in Virginia, one of the sexy “black ops” types of places that really exist but, in part, had no different purpose than any of the aboveground facilities. Once in position and the distant offices readied for immediate operation, the teams would simply wait. Rarely were they needed, but they always had to be prepared.

    * * *

    Journal entry from September 26, 2003:



    Shortly after the hurricane hit, John Gordon called and told me that the White House was going to want me to brief the President on the status of our response to Hurricane Isabel. It was primarily a photo opportunity to convey that the President was concerned about our efforts ...

    * * *

    FEMA’s most important role is not when something happens. It is when the COOP plan is being devised. FEMA helps with site selection, facility preparation, and equipment testing, and returns again and again to ensure that everything will function as needed in a crisis.

    What I found fascinating was the diversity of needs and planning among the various departments and agencies. COOP planning and preparation is done for all branches of government, including both houses of Congress, the Supreme Court, and the White House. We were not in charge of their COOP plans, but we were the liaisons with architects, engineers, construction personnel, real estate personnel, security, and everything else that might be involved. We did whatever they requested and made certain it would function as planned in any emergency. However, we had no involvement in running these distant locations when they were in use, no armed force that could keep citizens in line (whatever that theory meant), and posed none of the fantasy dangers created in the minds of conspiracy buffs.

    The idea behind the COOP plans came from the Cold War when Americans were certain that an attack by the Soviet Union was imminent. Approximately fifty years passed before a meaningful danger— the attack on September 11, 2001—tested the planning we had done, but FEMA, formally created in 1979, always functioned as though a crisis was imminent and the nation’s leaders had to be prepared.

    The Continuity of Government program was the sexier of the two, though some locations served both entities. This is where we had the alternate center of operations for the President of the United States, the alternate communication systems, alternate locations for the Supreme Court and Congress as well as the special communication needs for them. It was COG that arranged for alternate court houses for the Supreme Court, alternate law libraries for their use, and the like. All of this was predicated on the idea, probably first discussed after the Soviet Union exploded a nuclear weapon in 1949, that Washington, D.C., would be destroyed and there had to be a way to keep America functioning. Back then all the thinking was about protective underground bunkers, and FEMA’s work was based on the same scenario concerns.

    Most Americans do not know that for any event that brings the President and Congress together COG planning takes place. As I write this there has just been a State of the Union Address by the President. It is delivered to both houses of Congress and televised to the nation. Everything seems normal and security appears to be limited to the Secret Service’s Presidential Protection division. However, behind the scenes something else is happening without the public’s awareness.

    One cabinet member never attends the President’s speech. Instead, that cabinet member, along with his or her staff, is taken to a secret, undisclosed location. He or she is provided with a communication device known as a Central Locator System. It is identical to one that the President carries so that we know where the President is at all times. In addition, representatives of all departments and agencies of the government are brought to the same place to wait with the cabinet member. If the capital is attacked and we lose the President, the Senate, the House, and the Supreme Court, we have a location from which the people inside can communicate with the rest of the government, communicate with everyone in the United States through the Emergency Broadcast System, and become, in effect, the new seat of government.

    I often joked that there were two advantages to being the cabinet person chosen to be away from D.C. One was that he or she got to miss the speech, which could be boring, depending upon the President giving it. And the second was that the food was wonderful. The kitchen in the undisclosed location was staffed with cooks from the White House mess, masters who make meals as good as or better than you find in the best restaurants.

    The general counsel’s job is to understand all the laws, rules, and policies for everything FEMA does. I had to involve myself with all aspects of running the United States government both when it was functioning normally and when it was dealing with a crisis or in the midst of a crisis. It was a practical and legal education few people, no matter how well educated in government affairs, ever receive.

    The reason I came to the attention of the President in the first place was my connection with Joe Allbaugh, probably the least known of the three people comprising the Iron Triangle—Karl Rove, Karen Hughes, and Joe Allbaugh. Allbaugh was a longtime friend from my college days when, though we went to different schools at different times, we were both active in young Republican politics. [Later, when I was made the scapegoat for the administration in the midst of Katrina, Time magazine ran an article claiming I was Joe’s college roommate. But I had finished school and was married, and I can assure you that neither my bride nor I had any interest in sharing Joe’s dormitory room.]

    Joe had been campaign manager when George Bush won the governor’s race in Texas and was again involved with the presidential campaign. Karl was the political strategist for the campaigns, and Karen handled communications.

    I don’t know the details of the history concerning what happened in the formative days of the new administration, but Karen and Karl were given offices within the White House, while Joe was made the director of FEMA, breaking up the Iron Triangle. I knew that Joe had been interested in being chief of staff or working in the West Wing, though what the change meant, I have no idea. Nor did it matter. I was asked by Joe and the White House to be general counsel for FEMA in Washington, D.C. It was the start of an unexpected, sometimes richly rewarding, sometimes rather frightening, education.

    FEMA’s budget and constant presence in ongoing disasters around the country, plus its regional operations spanning all fifty states, ensured that the agency would be regularly called upon by the White House to help with one activity or another unrelated directly to disasters. Often Joe would be called to see if FEMA could handle the arrangements, covering the costs in order to save the other agency or the White House the money. He, in turn, would usually say no, something I never understood. So long as the request was within our budget and the action we were asked to take was within the mandate of FEMA, I saw no reason to deny the request.

    The various agencies with which we worked gradually began seeing the difference in temperament between Joe and me, so like children who have learned which parent is more responsive to a request for money, they began coming to me. This, in turn, helped me develop a good relationship with the White House staff because I was willing to make things happen.

    Joe also hated testifying before Congress. Since I knew what was going on and was Joe’s closest adviser, I became a regular on Capitol Hill. I would give testimony to the lawmakers. I would give speeches on behalf of FEMA. And soon I became the face of FEMA throughout Washington and was the “go to” guy within the agency.

    The complete history of my Washington career is not important here, though I moved up to the deputy director’s position with FEMA, was confirmed as its director after Joe resigned, and eventually was confirmed by the Senate as Under Secretary for Homeland Security. I fought hard for funding to plan for catastrophic disasters and encouraged the strengthening of relationships between the federal agency and its state, local, and tribal partners in anticipating, preparing for, and reacting to natural disasters. I proved how effective the agency could be when Florida governor Jeb Bush and I worked together between August and October 2004, successfully handling four consecutive hurricanes that struck the Florida coast. This was the worst series of natural disasters to strike one area in approximately a three-month period. There was minimal loss of life and minimal loss of property, which George Bush, Jeb’s brother, and the National Journal credited for enabling him to win a second term as president. Florida was ultimately the key state in that election; if officials had mishandled the storms’ aftermath or the needs of the state’s residents, it is doubtful the state would have stayed Republican.

    It was for all my work and the handling or assisting in numerous disasters including the attack on New York City and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, that I was named under secretary.

    My critics thought it should be a position given only to a top military official. Others thought it should go to a medical expert or someone from one of the other sciences. In the end, though, it was obvious that what was required was someone who could bring together all necessary experts relative to an impending crisis, use their expertise to develop appropriate responses, and coordinate relief. What was not obvious when I accepted the position was the need to gird up my loins to do battle against NIMBI.

    Some people afflicted with NIMBI thinking lack compassion for those in sudden need due to storms, droughts, wars, and other horrors. Others seem to have an emotional disconnect between their life experiences and those of people displaced by crisis. And still others seem to feel that if they are not directly and immediately affected, the best course of action is to wait—hold meetings, create study groups, ask for reports—letting a problem simmer or explode so that the options are reduced to just one or two responses.

    The position I held within the government is not one for which anyone can train. My appointment came at a time when we were living with what might be called the certainty of the uncertain. I knew some of the problems I would be confronted with each time the President declared a disaster—something that happened more than 160 times between my hiring and Hurricane Katrina. For example, when terrorists hijacked planes and used them as flying bombs to try and destroy both the World Trade Towers and portions of the Pentagon, President Bush immediately put me on the Consequence Management Committee and other groups within the White House working to respond to the attacks. He sent me along with Secretary of State Colin Powell and Governor Jeb Bush to evaluate need and coordinate American aid following the tsunami in Southeast Asia. I organized and dispatched medical teams to Bam, Iran, following the 2003 earthquake, coordinated the activities following the Columbia space shuttle disaster, and was responsible for all relief efforts following the four hurricanes that struck Florida in 2004. And those were just the high-profile disasters. In the years I worked for FEMA, and thus for the American people, I gained experience that ensured I could both anticipate the potential need following a disaster of any type and coordinate whatever resources were available for relief.

    I also gained something else during my time working for FEMA and Homeland Security, and since then as an international consultant. It is a lesson that will be discussed in depth because no matter who is in power it is always the same: knowledge, competence, and preparedness can be trumped by politics and fear. I could have all the authority of the civilian equivalent of a military general, yet be thwarted by men and women who see life as photo opportunities, who so fear criticism that they delay making decisions until failure is guaranteed, or who are so overwhelmed by the magnitude of a challenge that they become indifferent to the suffering that only rapid action can ease. I worked in a Republican administration, but I am talking about human concern that transcends political parties. What I call deadly indifference and the failures of those whose philosophy revolves around what is in their best interest have transcended political parties, theologies, and even international alliances. This indifference and these failures have happened at least since the time of Nero. He was so hated for his self-indulgence and was so indifferent to the Romans that when a conflagration was destroying the city of Rome, it was rumored that he was hiding in his palace in Antium, giving concerts on the harplike cithara. However, it was not true that he was hiding and he rushed back to Rome to lead the firefighting efforts. But his history of indifference caused the citizens to assume the worst from their emperor, that indeed, Nero fiddled while Rome burned.

    There are hundreds of examples throughout history, but two experiences in recent decades show what can happen when a nation’s leaders become indifferent or disengaged. The first, the response to the certainty in the 1950s that the Soviet Union would use the atomic bomb against one or another city in the United States, involved what came to be known as Duck and Cover. The second was my experience with Hurricane Katrina. While those two examples have very disparate concerns, the similarities in the way many politicians handled these two crises show that NIMBI is too frequently the response to any situation where truth becomes uncomfortable for those who must speak it.

    WHEN WE WERE YOUNG AND NAIVE

    The year was 1951 and the Soviets were coming. Of that “fact” most Americans, including members of the Truman administration, were absolutely certain.

    Six years earlier, on August 6, 1945, the United States had dropped an atomic bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. A year after that, in 1946, author John Hersey wrote a lengthy article in the New Yorker magazine dramatically re-creating the horror of approximately a hundred thousand people—Japanese citizens and Korean prisoner of war laborers—being vaporized, burned, crushed, suffocated, or otherwise destroyed (often in a matter of seconds) following the blast. The magazine-length article was republished in book form and became an instant best seller that proved eerily calming for the American people.

    Yes, the devastation of both Hiroshima and Nagasaki, a second city to be destroyed prior to the Japanese surrender, was horrific and caused many to question the use of the bombs. However, the explosions brought the war to an end, preventing the greater death toll predicted if an invasion of the Japanese mainland had been necessary. They also accomplished something else. They convinced many Americans, including members of the Truman administration, that there would never be another war on the same scale. Our allies would feel safe, like small boys cradled in the arms of an older, stronger, braver big brother as they went about their business, secure in the knowledge that we would again use the atomic bomb if they were threatened. And, we believed, our enemies would use negotiation and reason, not their armed forces, to find their place in a more peaceful world so we wouldn’t vaporize their cities.

    But always underlying everyone’s thinking, planning, and attitude toward national security was the fact that only the United States had the bomb, and though it was presumed that the Soviet Union would try to find the secret, the sometimes less than competent U.S. intelligence officers did not realize how effective the Soviet spy apparatus had become. That was why Truman’s advisers assured him that there would be at least a ten-year gap between Hiroshima and whenever the Soviet Union tested its first bomb. Instead, it was 1949 when the United States lost its position as the world’s sole nuclear power.

    * * *

    First you have to know what happens when an atomic bomb explodes. You’ll know when it comes, we hope it never comes, but we must be ready... .

    If you are not ready, if you do not know what to do, then it could hurt you in different ways. It could knock you down hard, or throw you against a tree or a wall... . But if you duck and cover, like Bert [a turtle whose character served to educate children about atomic bomb safety], it will be much safer. You know how bad sunburn can feel, the atomic bomb flash could burn you worse than a terrible sunburn, especially where you are not covered. Now you and I do not have shells to climb into like Bert the turtle so we have to cover up in our own way.

    —From the script of Duck and Cover,

    a civil defense film shown in 1951

    The truth about the atomic bomb that was known to the world’s scientists and political leaders was that there was no realistic way to protect the general population from an atomic blast. Drop the bomb and people die. Those closest to the epicenter of the blast would likely be vaporized. Those farther out would die more slowly from radiation poisoning, burn trauma, and other factors, depending upon where they were located when the blast struck. There would also be those trapped in collapsed buildings, drowned when their cars dropped from shattered bridges, and otherwise killed. And no one could stop it.

    During this period of recent American history, three factors impacted American society. First, World War II was over; young men returned home to marry their sweethearts and start their families without worrying that an enemy nation would challenge all they held dear. Developers bought large tracts of land at the edges of cities and constructed mass housing where the baby boomer generation would be raised. The lifestyle was perceived as being idyllic, especially since there was a sense of security that caused many families to let their children race back and forth through the neighborhood, going in and out of their friends’ houses. Any “bad guys” were either relegated to the poor areas of the inner city or had been vanquished during World War II. The greatest challenge the world had ever faced was won by American GIs and their allied forces.

    And then the Soviet Union exploded its atomic bomb.

    * * *

    First you duck, then you cover, and very lightly you cover the back of your neck and your face. Duck and cover underneath any table or desk, or anything else nearby... . Our civil defense workers, our men in uniform will do everything they can to warn us before enemy planes could bring a bomb near us. You may be in your schoolyard playing when the signal comes. That signal means to stop whatever you are doing and get to the nearest safe place fast.

    —Duck and Cover

    The reality of what is now often called the atomic age is that no one had any idea how to keep the civilian populace from panicking over a weapon against which there was no defense. And though we did not realize it at the time, the Soviet Union created a defense “similar” to Duck and Cover to convince young children and their parents that the danger could be overcome by preparedness.

    Sergei Khrushchev, son of the man who succeeded Joseph Stalin in running the Soviet Union, explained that Soviet children were not so frightened of an attack as the Americans. Many portions of the Soviet Union had experienced weeks of terror from Nazi bombings during World War II, resulting in friends, neighbors, and family members having been killed or crippled. He explained:



    After living through the horrors of German bombings, we were not frightened by the Atomic Bomb. We flaunted our courage. During civil defense classes we were told to cover ourselves with something white, preferably a sheet, in the event of a nuclear blast, to reduce the radiation impact (I don’t know how effective that would have been). A joke immediately went the rounds: “If an atomic bomb explodes, cover yourself with a sheet and crawl to the cemetery, but without hurrying. Why without hurrying? So as not to cause panic.” (comments made in “From the Cold War through the Looking Glass,” American Heritage, October 1999)

    And one final word from the civil defense film concerning how to survive when in a school corridor: “You duck and cover tight against the wall... . Remember to keep your face and the back of your neck covered tightly. Try to fall away from windows or doors with glass in them. And if the glass breaks and flies through the air, it won’t cut you.”

    Yes, it was almost all nonsense, and yet schools had regular Duck and Cover civil defense drills, and teachers explained how parents would drive to the school to pick them up when the all clear was sounded.

    Military officials involved with the Duck and Cover program admitted that it was meant to reassure families, but not all teachers were naive or let their students believe the fantasies being woven on television, in films, or through other means.

    Other suggestions proliferated, including the building of a home fallout shelter in which a family could stay for at least a few days. Never mind that the half-life of the radioactive material might be thousands of years. Everyone should remain calm. The government had it all under control.

    The bomb wasn’t dropped. The Russians did not invade, and eventually the Soviet Union fell apart. But other enemies arose, often hiding in mountain villages in the Middle East. Suicidal religious terrorists hijacked American airliners and crashed them into the World Trade Center Towers in New York and the Pentagon in Washington. Anthrax went through the mail, though the source has never been connected with the air assaults. And again the government was faced with a possibility for which there was no defense—biological or chemical attack or disaster. This was the new bomb and Tom Ridge, Secretary of Homeland Security, created the new, improved, twenty-first-century version of Duck and Cover. Tom told the public to stockpile duct tape and plastic sheeting. [Note: An Internet search of various news organizations reveals consistently that Tom Ridge made this comment. At the same time, my memory is such that I think the crediting to Ridge may have been a media myth. I remember Dave Paulison, the U.S. Fire Administrator who succeeded me, making a variation of this comment originally.] Then, when there was a warning of chemical or biological terrorism, the prepared homeowner, presumably working with his or her spouse or children, would carefully place plastic sheeting over doors and windows, sealing it with duct tape. It was cheap, seemingly efficient, and only late-night comedians dared to note it was patently ridiculous.

    But did Tom Ridge’s advice calm an anxious populace? Yes, perhaps because there was nothing available as an alternative. In fact, Home Depot stores around the country often tripled their sales of the tape and some managers built displays of home security essentials— bottled water, flashlights with extra batteries, duct tape, and plastic sheeting.

    There was no evidence of panic to concern George W. Bush in the same manner it had Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower. There was also no meaningful planning or defense. In the event of a chemical or biological attack, duct tape and plastic sheeting would have saved no lives—but finding the corpses of the victims would be much easier, assuming the house had not been also obliterated by a nuclear blast.

    * * *

    I would learn one other lesson at the end of my tenure with the Bush White House. Leaders, unless far more courageous than most of the men and women who have risen to the top of a government bureaucracy, want what might be called a scapegoat exit strategy. This requires a person, usually with an important title, who makes a large salary and has access to every aspect of each crisis he or she is handling.

    For example, as will be discussed later in this book, I earned the respect of senior White House officials for my handling of the horrendous 2004 fire season on the West Coast. It was a time of physical devastation reminiscent of the devastation of the European countryside deliberately firebombed during World War II. The story was frightening, especially in areas such as Los Angeles and San Diego where many rich and famous live in scenic splendor. Camera crews from news organizations from throughout the world were there, and I was the face and coordinator of government response in my position as director of FEMA. The higher-ups praised me for my work, and then took their own bows for having had the insight and the foresight to hire a man (me) who, though a lawyer, was so capable that he could coordinate disasters worse than others had ever seen.

    What would have happened had everything gone wrong because no one listened to my requests for equipment, personnel, and other necessities? What would have happened if I had made promises my position with FEMA meant I should have been able to make, promises that, when heeded, would have ended the disaster, but were undercut by higher-ups? I would have been publicly berated and fired by the same people who made the final—wrong—decisions.

    Giving me credit made the leaders look good and gave them a boost when seeking reelection. Keeping me where no one would know that those same leaders had ignored valid needs and workable plans was the scapegoat exit strategy. Everyone stayed one step removed. Everyone focused on image. Credit was lavishly given when the right actions were allowed. Blame was falsely assigned when the wrong actions were demanded despite appropriate information and requests having been provided in a timely manner.

    Such lessons would be hard to accept, but I have also come to recognize that this is a potential problem with all people in power, no matter how comfortable I might be or have been with their politics.

    All of which brings me to the lessons of Hurricane Katrina. Let us look in detail at this classic example of what happens when politicians’ actions exhibit deadly indifference to the realities of the unavoidable.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2

    A LITTLE BACKGROUND

    IN AUGUST 2005 I became the third most powerful person in the country confronting the impending disaster of Hurricane Katrina, a storm that would take hundreds of lives and destroy most of one of the great cities in the nation.

    Katrina was not unexpected. The storm had been building in intensity, gradually approaching the Florida Keys and the Gulf of Mexico with all the force of a military assault. Dozens of federal and state agencies were on high alert and ready to supply whatever relief would be needed as the storm passed through each of their regions, having started their monitoring and planning while the soon-to-be-hurricane was still a tropical storm in the Atlantic. The movement of rescue workers and supplies—food, water, shelter, medical care, financial assistance—would be swift and adaptable because hurricanes have minds of their own. They are like bulls in a rodeo ring, seemingly aiming in one direction then shifting here and there as though on an impulsive, self-directed sightseeing tour. This was the problem, though I did not realize it at the time: exactly how that uncertainty was affecting politicians’ decisions in the regions where the hurricane might strike.

    The random nature of hurricanes was something I understood. In the past we might see a hurricane traveling with such force that it was certain to flatten a Florida coastal community, for example, only to have it veer off by a hundred miles. The city that had been expected to bear the brunt of the storm had homes boarded and the occupants evacuated. The community caught by surprise had inadequately prepared residents. The community we thought would need disaster relief had only disgruntled citizens complaining that they were forced to evacuate for nothing. The community caught in the unexpected hurricane shift had residents who lost pets, possessions, or family members. The survivors were angry, certain they had been betrayed by the “experts,” unable to grasp the vagaries of a storm’s movement, and often wreaking political vengeance by voting out their local government leaders. Such problems could not be avoided. However, the aftermath served as a warning to politicians—mayors, city managers, and governors—facing similar decisions with future storms. React before you know what you are reacting against and constituents will be outraged if you’re wrong. React when you are certain of what you are acting against and you may be too late. This was certainly the problem with Louisiana and its most famous city, New Orleans.
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