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Session 7: Governmental Responsibilities and Public Expectations
Time: 1 hour                    
Objectives:





Scope:

People in the U.S. have become increasingly dependent on governmental agencies for the provision of many day to day services.  As such, the loss of any one of these services due to a disaster has the potential to disrupt daily living activities for a large percentage of a community’s population.  It is critical for students to understand how the myriad of governmental caretaking responsibilities evolved in response to disasters, because this understanding will give way to an appreciation of the need for community preparedness, as multiple governmental resources simultaneously become overwhelmed by the disaster emergency. 

Resources:

Instructor
1.
Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J.  Emergency Management: Principles and  Practice for Local Government.  Washington, D.C.: International City Management Association, 1991:3-23.

Notes

2.
Bourque, L.B., Cherlin, A., and Reeder, L.G.  “Agencies and the Los Angeles Earthquake.”  Mass Emergencies. 1976.  1: 217-228. 

3.
Turner, R., Nigg, J., Paz, D.H.,  and Young, B.S. Earthquake Threat: The Human Response in Southern California.  Institute for Social Science Research, University of California at Los Angeles.  1979:82-96.

Students

1.
Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J.  Emergency Management: Principles and Practice for Local Government.  Washington, D.C.: International City Management Association, 1991:3-23.

2.
Bourque, L.B., Cherlin, A. and Reeder, L.G.  “Agencies and the Los Angeles Earthquake.”  Mass Emergencies. 1976.  1:217-228.  

Remarks:

Introduction (Optional)

· Use an example to demonstrate how explanations for disasters have evolved over time.
Example:


Notes


Example:


In many cultures throughout the world, religious-based explanations for many natural occurrences are the cultural norm.  In other cultures, a scientific rationale for these phenomena has stimulated the development of strategies to modify their impact.  


7.1
Understand the evolution of governmental response 

to disasters
(Adapted from Drabek T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J., 1991:6-16).
· The first governmental response to disasters: New Hampshire fires, 1803. 

In the U.S., the first steps at structured federal government disaster legislation occurred in 1803.  An overwhelming fire in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, caused Congress to approve the use of federal resources to assist the local government.  In subsequent years, natural disasters across the country prompted federal assistance, including the great San Francisco earthquake of 1906.  

· The U.S. Army Appropriation Act, 1916: National Defense Council

In 1916, Congress passed the United States Army Appropriation Act, which established the Council of National Defense.  During World War I, concern for a new type of warfare in the form of chemical weapons and bombs delivered by airplanes led to

Notes

greater collaboration between government and the public concerning war-related activities at home.  A network of state and local defense councils was established under federal auspices. After the war, the emphasis on these programs waned.  

· Governmental assistance during the Depression era

During the Depression era, the federal government took sweeping action to provide employment and security for thousands of Americans.  As part of the legislation packages, the government authorized the loaning of funds to assist in the repair of public buildings and roadways damaged by natural disasters.  The Flood Control Act of 1936 resulted in the construction of dams and levees to mitigate potential flood disasters.  

· Development of the Office of Civil Defense

Once again, war was the catalyst for government/civilian collaboration.  During World War II, the Office of Civil Defense replaced the Council on National Defense.  Millions of Americans volunteered to coordinate local defense activities, including shelter management, camouflage, and evacuation.  In this case, however, at the end of the war President Truman closed down the office; funding for civil defense activities was reduced.

In 1946, a government report on the effects of the two atomic bombs dropped on Japan at the end of the war focused on plans for evacuation and shelters as part of civil defense.  Subsequent reports suggested the formation of a civil defense agency that would link federal, State and local governments in protective activities.  

7.2
Discuss how the federal government’s roles in disaster relief were affected by both natural and nuclear threats
· The Federal Disaster Act of 1950

In 1950 a Congressman reviewed more than 100 laws that had been passed in response to specific disasters.  He showed how the federal government had a recurring pattern of involvement in providing assistance after commonly occurring natural disasters in response to their negative impact on the lives of ordinary citizens. This realization led to the passage of the Federal Disaster Act of 1950,

Notes

which provided the authority for an ongoing role of the federal government in disaster relief (Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J., 1991:7).

· Preparedness drills for nuclear emergencies

While the Federal Disaster Act established a mechanism by which the federal government could assist state and local governments in disaster responses and planning, the detonation of an atomic bomb by the Soviet Union (August 1949) and the invasion of South Korea by Chinese Communist troops (June 1950) increased the federal emphasis toward the civil defense activities of preparing the population for a nuclear attack.  Congress responded by passing the Civil Defense Act of 1950.  This legislation authorized the federal government to provide State and local governments with training, coordination and matching funds for equipment and supplies, and to develop a sheltering program (Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J., 1991:14-16).

By the late 1950’s, routine weekly testing of municipal air raid sirens was commonplace.  In Chicago, for example, the sirens were sounded every Tuesday morning at 11 a.m.  Schoolchildren stopped their classroom activities, window shades were drawn, and classrooms emptied into the corridors where students faced their lockers, placing their hands over their eyes to prevent blindness from the brilliance of a nuclear blast (Rottman, S.J., MD.  Personal experience). 

The escalating concern over nuclear weapons led to the 1961 formation of a new Office of Civil Defense, with continued support of local activities, and the Office of Emergency Preparedness, with oversight of the federal role of civil defense activities and national responses.  The geopolitical crises in Berlin and Cuba led President Kennedy’s administration to place special emphasis on the stepped up development of nuclear fallout shelters.

Households across the country began to stockpile food, water, and supplies in their basements in the hope that their families would survive a nuclear attack.  Placards with the insignia for radioactivity, occupancy capacity, and arrows pointing downward toward a flight of stairs were posted in public buildings.

Notes

The theoretical threat of nuclear attack collided repeatedly with the reality of actual disaster occurrences.  While there would be no nuclear detonations in the U.S. by hostile forces, the civilian population of the country was confronted by several major disasters, including the 1964 Alaskan earthquakes, Hurricanes Betsy (1965) and Camille (1969), and the 1971 San Fernando earthquake in California.  According to Drabek and Hoetmer (p. 9), these natural disasters influenced congressional action such that “programs were created or expanded either in response to specific disasters or because federal agency executives perceived new needs.”

· Disaster Relief Acts
Congressional reactions to specific disasters resulted in the Disaster Relief Acts of 1970 and 1974.  The goal of the legislation was to provide a more coordinated federal response to natural disasters.  At the same time, the government shifted its emphasis away from individual house fallout shelters, and began to consider instead the relocation of entire populations from areas believed likely targets for nuclear attack.  The thinking of this Crisis Relocation Planning was to avoid the impact of the attack, much like an evacuation prior to an oncoming hurricane.

7.3
Describe the reasons for the creation of FEMA, and the “all-hazards” approach
(Adapted from Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J., 1991:16-20).
· Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)

In response to a report from the National Governors’ Association team that reviewed local, State and federal systems of emergency management, President Carter created the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in 1979  (National Governors’ Association. Emergency Preparedness Project: Final Report.  Washington, D.C. 1978.  XIV). The demands on the agency for consolidating, coordinating and formalizing the federal government’s emergency response planning and management continued to originate not only from natural hazards and the threat of nuclear attack, but also from human and technological disasters.

Notes

Broadening the scope of emergency management, an “all-hazards” approach to disaster planning and response developed.  It introduced such concepts as hazard analysis, assessment of possible needed supplies and services, realistic time frames for local governments to be able to respond in the event of a disaster, and possible steps for mitigating the effects of a given hazard.

The concepts of preparedness mitigation, response, and recovery evolved.  Emphasis shifted to disaster planning by local governments; public education concerning actions individuals can take to lessen property damage and personal injury in the event of a disaster; plans for governmental assistance in terms of supplies, funding, and cooperative agreements with relief agencies; and prevention/mitigation strategies.  

· What do people expect from government? 

A 16-question survey was conducted among 2,176 people who voluntarily enrolled in a series of family disaster preparedness-training courses offered by FEMA during 1992 and 1993.  The “students” came either from the public sector (service clubs, church, other community groups) or from the emergency management/government sectors (municipal emergency planning offices, Red Cross, police, EMS, National Weather Service, etc.).  A combined average of 61% responded to 16 questions.  All courses were taught by the same instructor, and the responses to several key questions suggest the level of government preparedness which individuals believe to be present in their communities.

Notes

The questions and answers:


7.4
Understand the research findings suggesting what people expect of government regarding disaster preparedness and response
In 1979, Turner et al. published a report titled “Earthquake Threat: The Human Response in Southern California.”  The report is based upon a comprehensive 1977 survey of a representative sample of 1,450 adults living in Los Angeles County.  The focus of the survey was to detect the awareness of, preparedness for, and attitudes concerning a series of 1976 media reports concerning a geological phenomenon termed “The Southern California Uplift.”  The reports followed by nine days the devastating news reports of the Guatemalan earthquake, which killed 20,000 people and left 200,000 homeless.

While the precise meaning of this uplift in the earth’s crust was uncertain, scientists warned of a possible connection between 

Notes

this finding on the infamous San Andreas fault, and the potential for an 8.0 Richter earthquake.  Such a quake was estimated to cause 12,000 deaths in the Los Angeles area, and result in enormous property losses.  A subsequent report in April 1976 referenced a noted seismologist from the California Institute of Technology, who predicted a damaging quake within the next 12 months.  In May 1976, the Los Angeles Times reported the uplift to be higher and wider than originally described, and posed a more localized threat to the Los Angeles metropolitan area.

· General findings

The Turner et al. research concerning the Southern California Uplift has led to several conclusions about what people expect government to do in the event of a large-scale disaster—in this case, a damaging earthquake.  Many respondents believe that preparedness measures should be taken, and governmental authorities have the responsibility to take them.  The specifics of precisely what the public expected the government to do prior to a disaster are outlined in the responses below:
1.  Building improvements, reinforced dams and freeways

Over 66% of people were able to list at least two things government should do prior to an earthquake disaster (p. 83).  Given that earthquakes are specifically hazardous to structures that are poorly built, most of the suggestions dealt with improvements to building and safety codes, and the reinforcement of dams and freeways.  Eighty percent of people supported funding these types of activities (p. 93).  

2.  Public education 

The second most suggested government action concerned the responsibility for public education about earthquake safety and preparedness.

3. Disaster relief

The third suggestion focused on government responses to the disaster, including provision of shelter, medical care, supplies, and communication.

Notes

4.  Satisfaction with government’s role

Despite this apparent endorsement for governmental action in these three areas, of those respondents who had a strong opinion on the subject, only 20% felt that the government was “doing a good job” with preparedness.  This was particularly true among those who were more knowledgeable about the risk of an earthquake.  Thus, few people are satisfied with government’s role.
If we can extrapolate from Turner’s earthquake work, the majority of people want government intervention in disaster preparedness in the areas of structural reinforcement, public education efforts, and responses to the needs of a displaced, possibly injured population.  Not only do people expect these actions from their governments, but they appear willing to endorse the funding of them, as well.

Perhaps this is reflected in Blanchard’s survey data, referred to earlier.  While about half of the people he queried indicated a level of emergency preparedness, the other half did not.  This might suggest a reliance on someone else (e.g., government) to step in and address their needs for emergency shelter, food, and supplies.

“Most citizens accept emergency management as an appropriate and acceptable function of government…The public assumes that preparedness efforts are being undertaken.  When disaster strikes an unprepared community, the rage residents often express may reflect a feeling of betrayal.”

Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J.  1991:22.
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In the times of the ancient Greeks (500 B.C.), medicine was a blend of magic and “science,” with illness resulting from an imbalance of the four bodily humors: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile.  Blood was thought to originate in the liver. It was a hot and moist humor, and was felt most likely to disturb the humoral balance by overflowing during the springtime.  As recently as the time of the U.S. revolutionary war, leeches were used to “bleed” sick patients of their bad blood.





Kiple, K.F.  Cambridge World History of Human Disease. Cambridge University Press.  1993:11.








In ancient societies, a solar eclipse was thought to be the result of angering the sun god, while volcanic eruptions were due to an affront to the goddess of the volcano.





“Rather than attempt to appease a supernatural being who controls wind, rain, or tides, scientific efforts focus on specific protective actions - from building codes, to insurance, to evacuation.”  





Drabek, T.E. and Hoetmer, G.J. 1991:6





Is the glass half empty or half full?  About 50% of people taking these courses indicated that their communities were relatively well prepared for a disaster.  About 50% reported that they had supplies for 72 hours following a disaster (this may be interpreted in one of two ways: either the municipal services will be unable to meet the post-disaster community needs; or, despite the disaster, all will be well or minimally impacted for three days following a disaster).  This same 50% indicated that they knew how to turn off the utilities to their households (again  suggesting that the services either will be unaffected or readily restored by municipal service agencies after a disaster).  But only 20% of those in the public sector were trained in first aid, and just 37% had a fire extinguisher, suggesting either a denial that these emergencies would occur, or that the local fire and emergency medical services would be available to handle the situation.





Blanchard, W.  Emergency Management Institute, FEMA.  Unpublished data.
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