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Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and welcome to our distinguished guests.  


It was a little over three years ago that FEMA was literally on life support.  In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, words like “broken”, “dysfunctional”, and “mismanaged” were used to describe what is supposed to be our Nation’s preeminent preparedness and emergency management agency.


But now, FEMA is undergoing a major recapitalization.  Congress has directed improvement through the Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act.  It has also given the agency significant means by way of an influx of robust appropriations.  Now, it is up to the men and women of FEMA, as well as the agency’s new, yet presently unnamed, management, to make resurrection a reality.


And, we are seeing hints of progress, even in the face of disasters as destructive as Hurricane Ike and as challenging as the recent winter storms that devastated parts of Arkansas, Missouri, Tennessee, and Kentucky.  Positive signs, for sure, but also sobering reminders that our Nation is constantly under the threat of natural disasters as well as acts of terrorism.


This brings us to today’s hearing, which poses the question of whether “FEMA is up to the challenge?”  A fair question, perhaps, but one that may overlook what I have come to believe is the most fundamental problem confronting FEMA:  a persistent lack of understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the Federal, State, and local officials when it comes to disaster response.


At a FEMA hearing last year, the former Administrator of FEMA, Chief Paulison, responded to a series of questions I asked on this very subject by making the following three assertions:

· “All response is local…”;
· “…it is the local responsibility to handle [a] disaster…”; and 

· “…it all boils down to the local community managing [a] disaster.”

So, as we discuss whether FEMA is up to the challenge, I think it is paramount that we also discuss whether States and localities have the minimum essential capabilities to carry out their preparedness responsibilities.

The division of labor for disaster response is not new, and I’m sure we’re all aware of the Federal government’s role in truly catastrophic disasters.  But, the post-Katrina delineation of roles and responsibilities for response were modernized one year ago in FEMA’s “National Response Framework”.  This doctrine makes clear that while effective emergency management is a shared responsibility across all levels of government, the function of actually responding to incidents – both natural and manmade – begins at the local level.

And so, today, what we need to understand is how FEMA is meeting its share of the disaster response workload as well as working with the States to help them address the gaps in their response capabilities.

To help us answer these questions, we have before us an experienced, “battle-hardened” State emergency manager who is in the midst of recovery operations from this month’s fierce winter storms in General Tonini from the Commonwealth of Kentucky.  

General, we sincerely appreciate you being here today and look forward to hearing your candid comments on your work with FEMA. 

And to Mr. Garrett, I can assure you that no one wants to see FEMA succeed more than the Members of this Subcommittee.  We are your partners in the effort to support a more capable, more effective FEMA.  Thank you for being here and I look forward to your testimony.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I look forward to today’s discussion.
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