Sketch of a memo on policy options for improving emergency management
I. Brief summary of the problem

a. Federal disaster preparedness, response, recovery and mitigation has generally been a failure in catastrophic disasters. 
i. Response is slow

ii. Recovery is hampered

iii. Existing federal law doesn’t scale well
II. How did we get here? How has policy failed?
a. Federal policy has never accounted for catastrophic disasters.

b. Policy has primarily been about relief, not really about long-term recovery

c. Federal, state and local policies continue to encourage risky development in hazard prone areas.

d. Federal policy is so fixated on terrorism that it cannot effectively deal with natural and technological hazards.

III. What are my goals?

a. Reduce loss of life

b. Reduce property losses

c. Improve prospects for rapid recovery

d. Provide equitable assistance

e. Avoid moral hazard and other risky behaviors

f. Build capacity of state and local government to act first.

IV. Alternative policies

a. Leave existing trends in place—leave FEMA within DHS

i. Pros:

1. FEMA appears to be getting better: new administrator, post-Katrina reform act

2. Would be least disruptive

3. Would leave FEMA better positioned to aid in a future terrorist attack

ii. Cons

1. FEMA and natural disasters remain buried in DHS, even with new DHS secretary 

2. Hard to develop and restore agency authority under DHS
3. Inefficient—having to deal with layers of DHS bureaucracy

4. Still dealing with major personnel departures, poor morale.

b. Strengthen FEMA with better personnel, more resources

i. Pros

1. Would improve FEMA capacity to deal with disasters

2. Would help get it out from under DHS

ii. Cons

1. Could it create excessive expectations that FEMA will fix everything?

2. Would it be pouring more money into a dysfunctional agency and system?

c. Remove FEMA entirely from DHS so that it isn’t fixated on terrorism
i. Pros
1. Help restore FEMA to its original status before the Bush administration
2. Give the FEMA administrator a direct line to the president
3. Could elevate hazard preparedness and response on the agenda.
ii. Cons
1. There are some potentially good synergies between FEMA and preparedness for any disaster
2. FEMA could, in the proper environment, draw on DHS funding and expertise
d. Require proper state and local disaster planning—and fund such planning

i. Pros

1. Would place more responsibility on local governments to promote disaster preparedness and resilience
2. Could save federal money over the long run

ii. Cons

1. Local governments don’t like the federal government getting involved in land use and other planning

2. Citizens may believe that the federal government is doing too much, being too overbearing.

e.  Set up a clear threshold for what is an emergency, a disaster, and a catastrophe

i. Pros:

1. Increase clarity about expectations

2. Promote equity?

ii. Cons

1. Tendency for Congress to circumvent with supplemental appropriations

f. Completely get out of the disaster business: let states, local governments, and communities prepare on their own, with little or no federal assistance

i. Pros

1. Greatly reduce federal expenditures

2. Reduce the tendency to run to the Feds to ask for help every time there’s a disaster

ii. Cons

1. Major problems with political feasibility

a. Locals are used to disaster relief

b. Members of Congress like this as a form of “pork”

2. Major problems with equity

a. Why should people in rich states do better than those in poor states

3. No state can probably handle a catastrophic event alone.
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