December 12, 2006

It is not at all obvious why an earthquake in far-away Alaska many years ago should be
of interest to us today as we review the sad story of Katrina. I will provide several of my
thoughts:

1.

First, the Alaskan recovery was the most complex between the 1906 San
Francisco earthquake and Katrina. It involved the most federal agencies and
federal programs of any disaster prior to Katrina, presenting an unprecedented
interagency and intergovernmental challenge. It occurred in pre-oil Alaska,
devastating the limited finances of the state. Unlike Katrina and other hurricanes,
there was no advance warning.

Second, because of its short construction season, the Alaskan recovery (after the
initial provision of food, water, and shelter) was the most urgent of any disaster in
our history.

Third, unlike Katrina, the federal government’s Alaskan effort overcame the
difficult obstacles it faced, and was quickly regarded as a great success. See the
two testimonials.

Many innovative management strategies contributed to the Alaskan success, some
of which could be adapted, not adopted, in future major disasters requiring a
strong federal leadership role. Other Alaskan innovations should at least
stimulate future leaders to think more outside the box. Disaster recoveries are no
place for business as usual. Unprecedented Alaskan strategies include:

a. Presidential action. President Johnson quickly established a cabinet-level
commission chaired by a powerful senator, Anderson, an unprecedented
action. Other presidents are unlikely to make the same arrangement, but
Alaska illustrates better than any other recovery the importance of a
president taking immediate presidential action 9f some sort to demonstrate
the depth of his/her concern and the priority that needs to be given to rapid
recovery.

b. Streamlining of agency processes. The current trend of DHS and the
federal planning is toward more complex structural and procedural
arrangements for major disasters. Alaska took the opposite approach. We
secured presidential and Congressional support for drastically streamlining
agency processes, resulting in great savings in time and cost of most
recovery operations.

c. Transparency. All operational decisions were made in public with state
and local involvement, and open to public questions and opinions. This
openness, combined with special linkages with Congress, provided the
executive director and his staff with an unusual degree of management
freedom, greatly expediting the recovery.

d. Congressional Linkage. In addition to the special role of Senator
Anderson, four Congressional engineers, previously detailed from NASA
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