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PROLOGUE: SOMETHING ELSE IS NEEDED

The footprints of disaster are bigger and costlier than ever. The past few
years, if you think about them for any length of time, do make that im-

pression. The first decade of the twenty-first century has presented a host of
new or different challenges and made normally recurring challenges more
complex. A seemingly unending series of more dramatic large-scale natural
disasters, the worldwide terrorism threat, the possibility of international in-
fluenza pandemics, the threat of a worldwide cyber-failure, the potential im-
pact of global climate change, the Haitian earthquake of 2010, the Fukushima
nuclear disaster of 2011, Superstorm Sandy in the fall of 2012 dramatically im-
pacting the densely populated American Northeast, and the environmental
threats that are frequently posed by promising new technologies that fre-
quently create new risks for humanity and threaten our natural resources (e.g.,
natural gas fracking, deep water oil drilling, etc.) are just a few of the recent
experiences and concerns that may cause us to wonder whether we are living
in an era in which disasters (natural and human-made) and the damages they
cause might be beginning to exceed our capacities to manage effectively.
Six of the top ten natural disasters in the past one hundred years, as mea-

sured in terms of lives lost and property damage, have taken place since 2001
(i.e., listed in order of severity: Haiti Earthquake, 2010; Indian Ocean Earth-
quake/Tsunami, 2004; Cyclone Nargis, 2008; Japan Earthquake/Tsunami,
2011; Gujarat Earthquake, 2001; and Hurricane Katrina, 2005). Human-made
hazards resulting in disasters have also made some more dramatic and his-
torically significant appearances in the first decade of the twenty-first century
(e.g., Al-Mishraq Sulfur Fire in Iraq, 2003; Jilin Chemical Plant Explosions in
China, 2005; and the BP Oil Disaster in the Gulf of Mexico, 2010). Each dra-
matic event seems to invite renewed assessment of our ability to be resilient
in the face of the array of natural and human-made hazard threats that hold
the potential to bring bigger and more destructive disasters to our doorsteps.
The rising costs associated with each event also invite our attention.
The number and costs of major natural disasters in the United States, for

example, are on the rise. From 1980 through 2012, 144 natural disasters in the
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vi Emergency Management and Sustainability

United States caused damages in excess of $1 billion (Table 1). But 25 out of
these 144 have occurred in the last two years, 2011 and 2012.

Table 1. 1980–2012 U.S. Natural Disasters Exceeding $1 Billion in Damages

Year $Billion+ Disasters Year $Billion+ Disasters
1980 2 1997 3
1981 1 1998 9
1982 1 1999 5
1983 4 2000 2
1984 1 2001 2
1985 5 2002 3
1986 1 2003 5
1987 0 2004 5
1988 1 2005 5
1989 4 2006 6
1990 3 2007 5
1991 3 2008 9
1992 6 2009 6
1993 4 2010 4
1994 6 2011 14
1995 4 2012 11
1996 4 Total 144

Source. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.
http://ncdc.noaa.gov/billions/events/pdf

According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, elev-
en extreme weather or climate-related events in 2012 caused damages ex-
ceeding $1 billion in the United States (Table 2). This is three fewer than in
2011, but the aggregate costs of the 2012 billion dollar events are expected to
exceed those of 2011. The eleven billion dollar plus events of 2012 include
seven triggered by severe weather or tornadoes, two hurricanes, and two oth-
ers resulting from the impact of the extreme drought that gripped much of the
nation throughout the year.
Estimates at the beginning of 2013 are that 2012 will be the second most

costly year for natural disasters (2005 is number one) in the United States in
the 1980–2012 timeframe. The two events that were the biggest drivers of
costs in 2012 were Superstorm Sandy (60+ billion) and the yearlong drought
(40+ billion). The 2012 drought conditions were the worst in the United States
since the 1930s. They impacted more than half the country for a majority of
the year. Many experts are predicting that billion dollar weather or climate
events will become the norm in the years to come.
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The United States and countries around the world have, of course, exten-
sive experience with natural and industrial disasters. They have made signifi-
cant and expanding efforts over time and committed significant resources to
disaster preparedness, disaster response, disaster recovery, and disaster miti-
gation. But for all of these efforts and all that has been learned and done, for
all of the progress made, recent events have begun to suggest that adequate
risk reduction measures (i.e., mitigation) and disaster preparedness (i.e., ca-
pacity to respond) are, if not in fact declining, at least lagging behind. Eco-
nomic and insured losses from natural disasters have increased steadily over
the years, and they show every indication of continuing to escalate. This is
due not only to the occurrence of damaging natural events, which are variable
from year to year but are by many indications intensifying in severity, but also
to some basic demographic factors. Over half of the U.S. population, for ex-
ample, now resides in coastal counties (30% on coastlines bordering the ocean
or associated water bodies). This number has risen steadily and is expected to
continue rising. This shift places more people and more expensive develop-
ment in high-risk areas and, inevitably, increases the impact and economic
and insurance losses associated with tropical events. It must also be noted that
the anthropogenic or human-made hazards that are inevitably the result of
technological and industrial development are always an ever-present threat to
be managed and that these too seem to be expanding with our continued
progress.

Table 2. Billion+ Dollar Natural Disasters in 2012 in the United States

Date Event Cost Estimates ($)*
March 2–3, 2012 Southeast/Ohio Valley tornadoes 4+ billion
April 2–3, 2012 Texas tornadoes 1.3 billion
April 13–14, 2012 Midwest tornadoes 1.75 billion
April 28–May 1, 2012 Midwest/Ohio Valley severe weather 3+ billion
May 25–30, 2012 Southern Plains/Midwest/Northeast 2.5 billion

severe weather
June 6–12, 2012 Rockies/Southwest severe weather 1.6 billion
June 29–July 2, 2012 Plain/East/Northeast severe weather 3.75 billion
August 26–31, 2012 Hurricane Isaac 3 billion
Summer–Fall 2012 Western wildfires na
October 29–31, 2012 Superstorm Sandy 60–65 billion
Throughout 2012 U.S. drought/heat wave 40+ billion

Source. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.
http://ncdc.noaa.gov/billions/events/pdf 
*damage estimates are derived from a variety of public sources, and some estimates are pre-
liminary.
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Changing natural hazard patterns, development strategies and policies,
changing demographics, and changing economic conditions contribute to
changing risk and vulnerability profiles in relation to hazard threats and po-
tential disaster impacts. It can be difficult to keep up with hazard risks and dis-
aster-related concerns. Emergency managers are faced with natural and hu-
man-made problems that are constantly evolving and changing the footprints
of disaster. The complexity of these problems is more than matched by the
complexity of the physical and social systems that emergency managers are
expected to understand as they offer solutions for the recurring disaster prob-
lems that are presented to them in the normal course of their work. The tech-
nical skills and capacities that emergency managers have developed over time
as they have plied their trade are impressive and increasingly effective. But
they are not nearly enough to keep pace with or manage hazard risks and dis-
asters. Something else is needed.
During the 1990s, the themes of hazard mitigation, hazard resilience, and

sustainability became prominent in the emergency management literature.
The need to assess and manage risks and vulnerabilities and to take steps to
promote hazard resilience, the connectivity of risk assessment and risk man-
agement to environmental sustainability, and the urgent need for new think-
ing about human communities and the ever-changing threats to their envi-
ronmental, economic, structural, and social sustainability were all emphasized
and to some extent represented the “something else” that was needed to suc-
cessfully manage risks and reduce the negative impacts of disasters. But a syn-
thesis never really developed to establish this growing awareness as a center-
piece for defining the broader role of emergency management and the work
of its practitioners.
The discussion of hazard resilience and its relationship to sustainability ac-

tually invites the integration or mainstreaming of emergency management
into the sustainability framework as a necessary component. But to capitalize
on that invitation, it is first necessary to have a conceptualization of emer-
gency management that goes beyond its technical skills and specific functions.
There is a need, in other words, for a worldview that is built on the connec-
tions among hazard threats, disaster or hazard resilience, and sustainability.
This worldview must begin with the broad realization that a sustainable de-
velopment framework requires a clear prescription and a practical application
of disaster management and the effort to reduce disaster risks.
The purpose of this book is to define emergency management as a profes-

sion, something that has been discussed much in recent years but not brought
to a satisfactory completion. The linkage of emergency management to sus-
tainability, the defining of it as a sustainability profession, is presented herein
as the necessary ingredient that holds the potential to orient all of the profes-
sional skill development and the work of the “trade” and to transform it into
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a “profession.” This transformation, the “something else” if you will, is a ne-
cessity to assure ourselves that disasters (natural and human-made) will never
exceed our capacities to manage effectively. This transformation, which if suc-
cessfully completed better enables whole communities to take responsibility
for disasters, is needed to promote hazard resilience in particular and sustain-
able communities in general.
An examination of the functions and strategies that occupy emergency

management practitioners on a daily basis suggests broadly to academics and
practitioners alike that they are aligned instrumentally to the concepts of sus-
tainability and sustainable development. But that alignment has never served
as the foundation for what emergency managers do, as the definition of their
role if you will. The connection of emergency management to sustainability
and the importance of sustainable risk management are not new themes.
They are themes that have stimulated ongoing analysis and discussion in the
emergency management literature. They are themes that grow more impor-
tant by the day in fact, so much so that the time has come to define emergency
management as a sustainability profession.
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Chapter 1

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT:
TRADE OR PROFESSION

INTRODUCTION

Every emergency management practitioner and scholar has heard
or told a variation of the same joke. Asked by a county commis-

sioner to describe what emergency managers do, the county Director
of Emergency Management says, “My job is to tell you things you don’t
want to hear, asking you to spend money you don’t have, for some-
thing you don’t believe will ever happen” (Whitaker, 2007). This hu-
morous description generally produces a friendly chuckle or two, but it
should also produce more than just a little concern within the emer-
gency management community.
For all the work emergency managers do (preparing their communi-

ties for disasters, organizing the response to them, mitigating disaster
impacts, or assisting in the recovery from them), few in the communi-
ties they serve know much about who they are and what they do, in-
cluding, unfortunately, many elected officials. But when a disaster is im-
minent, when the spam is ready to hit the fan so to speak, everyone is
generally pleased that emergency managers (whatever the heck they
are) are on the job. This is due in part to the fact that most people do
not think about disasters, natural, industrial, or any other, until they are
happening or just about to happen. Unless it is imminent, a disaster is
of low salience to most people most of the time. When their attention
is elevated, the immediate impact and response phase grabs their at-
tention, and that is often assumed to be the primary job of emergency

3
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managers. This misperception, of course, is common. First response,
while a technical and important function, should not be confused with
what is meant by emergency management. Common misperceptions
aside, there is perhaps a more significant reason that people do not
quite recognize what emergency management is or what its practition-
ers do. This has to do with what might be called, for lack of better ter-
minology, its lack of professional standing.
A “profession” is, generally, understood by a broader public because

it has recognizable characteristics that everyone more or less compre-
hends. A profession typically has credentialing and certification re-
quirements. These include things such as advanced education require-
ments and licensure. A profession controls its “professional standing”
by setting and enforcing standards that guide individual performance
and govern professional advancement. Formal accreditation is fre-
quently a method by which such standards are enforced. But emer-
gency management has not yet evolved to where these characteristics
have been fully developed. While some efforts are being made to ad-
vance emergency management toward a profession (i.e., through initial
discussions and important first steps promoting educational require-
ments or training, and progress toward accreditation and certification),
it is not there yet.
Discussions in the emergency management literature make the case

for emergency management as a profession (Crews, 2001), discuss its
potential to become a profession (Lindell, Prater, and Perry, 2007), and
analyze the ongoing efforts at professionalizing it (Oyola-Yemaiel and
Wilson, 2005). There are many more discussions about what it should
become or what its future should be with respect to education and
training or its autonomy as a profession (Clement, 2011; Cwiak, 2011;
Haddow and Bullock, 2005; Moore, 2010). These discussions, which
have been ongoing for the past two decades, suggest that emergency
management is evolving toward something but has not yet fully tra-
versed the distance required to close the gap between trade and pro-
fession. But to truly understand where it is and where it needs to go, we
might benefit from first briefly looking at where emergency manage-
ment has been.
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THE EARLY DAYS OF EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

Emergency management as it is discussed and understood today
consists of the work related to four disaster phases: disaster prepared-
ness, disaster response, disaster recovery, and disaster or hazard miti-
gation.

THE FOUR PHASES OF EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

Preparedness: Any set of activities that prepares for, such as creating
plans, capacities, and technologies/equipment to respond to disasters
(natural, technological, etc.) that a community may reasonably expect to
experience on a recurring basis.
Response: Actions (i.e., the implementation of preparedness plans) tak-
en in response to a disaster occurrence to save lives, assist victims, pre-
vent further damage, and reduce the effects of the disaster.
Recovery: Actions taken to return to a normal or an even safer situation
following the crisis.
Mitigation: Actions taken to reduce the impact or decrease the likelihood
of serious losses in a future disaster scenario or, in some cases, to re-
duce the likelihood of disaster occurrence.

Most public attention is focused on disaster response and recovery.
This is due to the fact that, once again, most people give little thought
to natural or human-made disasters until they happen. But emergency
management has evolved into something far beyond disaster response,
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although that may be said to be where it began.
An examination of the emergency management literature suggests

that, until the mid-1990s, the strategic motivation of what might thereto-
fore have been implied by the label emergency management in the
United States arose mostly from the challenges of responding or react-
ing to specific and immediate disasters. Local communities have of
course always had to deal with the impact of recurring natural disasters
(floods, wild fires, tropical storms, etc.), and over time and repeated ex-
periences, the development of both capacities and equipment to re-
spond to these events has evolved accordingly, albeit inconsistently,
across the country. The federal role in emergency management evolved
beginning in the 1930s when the Reconstruction Finance Corporation
was authorized to make disaster loans for the repair and reconstruction
of public facilities after disaster occurrences, the Bureau of Public
Roads was authorized to fund the repair of highways damaged by na-
tional disasters, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was given
greater authority to implement flood control projects. During the 1950s
and the early 1960s, the height of the Cold War, national security and
civil defense concerns dominated the emergency management agenda
of the federal government and of the general public as well. This time
period included the creation and implementation of federal grant ini-
tiatives and incentives to promote civil defense preparedness as a pri-
ority at the state and local levels. By the late 1960s and the 1970s, how-
ever, massive and more frequently occurring natural disasters began to
result in major increases in federal disaster relief and recovery opera-
tions to assist states and localities (Federal Emergency Management
Agency [FEMA]). This would lead to a necessary consolidation and re-
structuring of national efforts.
As federal disaster assistance expanded, and as hazards associated

with the transportation of hazardous materials and nuclear power
plants were added to the federal role in natural disaster planning, relief,
and assistance, more than 100 federal agencies were soon involved in
some capacity in the federal role in relation to natural and industrial
disasters. At the urging of the nation’s governors, who reasonably ob-
jected to the maze of different agencies they had to interact with to ac-
cess federal assistance, President Jimmy Carter consolidated federal
emergency functions with an executive order creating FEMA. FEMA
absorbed the various federal disaster assistance and relief functions,
along with civil defense responsibilities, and developed an Integrated




