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Mr. Chairman and distinguished members of the Committee:

Thank you for this opportunity to appear before you today to speak with you about the State of Alabama’s preparation for and response to Hurricane Katrina.  I commend this committee, the Congress and the Administration for undertaking a close examination of natural disaster preparedness and response.  Two members of my Cabinet – Bruce Baughman, the Director of the Alabama Emergency Management Agency, and Jim Walker, the Director of the Alabama Department of Homeland Security – are with me today.  Also joining us are the county EMA directors for Alabama’s two coastal counties – Walt Dickerson of Mobile County and Leigh Anne Ryals of Baldwin County.

While Directors Baughman and Walker will talk specifically about Alabama’s preparedness and response plans, commodity and equipments needs, funding allocations and other items of interest, I would like to briefly touch on Alabama’s general approach to emergency management, some of the lessons we’ve learned, and the role of the federal government.
Hurricane Katrina was Alabama’s third hurricane in a period of 11 months.  As I said at the time Hurricane Katrina approached our shores, this was not our first rodeo.  With each storm there were lessons learned at both the state and local levels of government in Alabama.  We continue to learn lessons and improve our system after each disaster. 
One of the lessons we’ve learned and applied is the absolute necessity of having a comprehensive emergency management program in place long before disaster strikes.  We’ve spent the last two-and-a-half years in Alabama developing this comprehensive program and continually improving it as more lessons are learned.  It includes extensive year-round planning and training exercises, a clear command structure, and strong communication efforts between local, state and federal agencies.  As a result of this planning, Alabama has successfully responded to each of the three major hurricanes we’ve faced since August 2004.
Our year-round planning and training exercises are conducted with one goal in mind:  to prepare our communities so we can save lives.  As you’ll hear from Bruce Baughman later, our efforts included dozens of emergency management exercises and hurricane workshops to familiarize emergency managers and state agencies with the risks that come from hurricanes.  Our year-round planning helps us anticipate the needs and challenges of each community before a crisis occurs.  
These training exercises also extend to ensuring an efficient evacuation from Alabama’s coast.  Plans to reverse traffic on Interstate 65, so that all vehicles travel north away from the coast, have been developed, practiced and implemented by our state Department of Transportation and Department of Public Safety.  This reverse-laning has been put to use in two of the three hurricanes that have impacted Alabama during the past two years.  This process is more complex than most would imagine and requires 244 transportation and public safety workers to safely accomplish.  This effort obviously requires a great deal of planning and coordination – essential components of any successful emergency management program.  And I’m proud that in all three hurricanes, Alabama has suffered no loss of life due to failure to evacuate.
Alabama’s emergency response team is made up of numerous agencies at all levels of government.  Members of the Alabama National Guard and state law enforcement officers work side-by-side with local police and emergency responders.  Volunteers with the Red Cross join state and local organizations and our faith-based community to provide aid and comfort to those in need.  The partners that join us in preparing and responding to disasters are too numerous to list for you today.  However, Alabama’s team is led by a unified command, which is critical to a successful effort.  During disasters, I designate Bruce Baughman, Director of Emergency Management, to serve as the chief coordinating officer of our state response.  He reports directly to me and works with all agencies.  Bruce has an extensive background in emergency management, having served as one of the highest-ranking officials at FEMA before becoming Alabama’s EMA director.  

Under this unified command structure, Alabama EMA coordinated our combined federal, state and local response to Katrina and carried out an extensive communications effort to our affected local communities.  Good information delivered in a timely manner is one of the biggest challenges that any state or organization faces in dealing with a crisis.  We are in virtually constant contact with our local emergency managers and local officials – and – in an effort to keep the public informed – we make it a priority to brief the media on a regular basis.  We are also in virtually constant contact with our federal partners prior to landfall, during landfall and post-landfall.  We conduct twice daily teleconferences with federal agencies and surrounding states.  This communication allows us to share information, identify needs and move forward with our response.
Natural disasters will always be chaotic situations.  But with proper planning and preparation, it is possible to respond quickly, restore order and begin recovery efforts.  

Alabama has made great strides in our hurricane preparation and response efforts.  We’ve planned and practiced.  However, no system will ever be perfect.  That’s why we continue working to address identified needs and vulnerabilities.  One improvement we are in the process of making is establishing minimum standards for all our local emergency managers.  Alabama has established a system for distributing emergency planning dollars to counties based on their progress toward complying with the Emergency Management Accreditation Program standards.  And we’re one of the first states to do so.  Our program requires specified experience, education and training to ensure all our emergency managers are well versed in the fundamentals of emergency planning and response. As a result, Alabama is making our state and local agencies more accountable.  

While the federal government plays an important role, it is state and local officials who should be responsible for emergency management.  This system of emergency preparation and response works well when everyone understands and accepts their responsibilities.  The most effective response to disasters must start at the local level.  I’ve always compared the appropriate roles this way:  the federal government is like a battleship.  It can bring enormous firepower and resources.  But it takes some time for it to get to the crisis area.  State and local governments are more like speedboats.  We will never have the resources of the federal government, but we will always be the first to arrive.
In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, many have concluded that all the answers are to be found in Washington, DC.  As a former Member of Congress, I recognize that the federal government has a unique and critically important role to play in responding to catastrophes.  However, state and local leaders must always retain the primary role in planning and acting as first responders.  Congress should avoid attempts to “federalize” planning and response activities that are the responsibility of state and local agencies.  Instead, Congress should focus its efforts on ensuring that the states and local communities have the necessary resources and flexibility to effectively implement their preparedness and emergency response plans.  For example, I believe that Congress should examine additional funding streams to allow hurricane-prone states to pre-stage commodities such as water and MREs.  We also need to examine current federal funding triggers to ensure that there is not a disincentive for states to adequately prepare and quickly respond to disasters.

In my opinion, the current system is not broken, but, like most things, there’s always room for improvement.  I’m confident that the work of this committee will assist us in our efforts to continuously improve the system.  
Again, thank you for the opportunity to testify and I will be happy to answer any questions.
