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Wednesday, July 29, 2020 

FEMA LEADERSHIP PANEL AND SUMMARY 
The purpose of this session was to provide an open forum for the National Advisory Council (NAC) to discuss the 
three charges with FEMA senior leadership. The NAC spoke with Mr. Pete Gaynor, FEMA Administrator; Mr. 
David Bibo, Acting Associate Administrator, Office of Response and Recovery, and Ms. Bridget Bean, Acting 
Deputy Administrator, Resilience. The three charges include: vision 2045, building capacity, and ensuring equity 
in outcomes. 

FEMA Administrator Opening Remarks  

Administrator Gaynor. Welcome to the NAC members and FEMA employees supporting the NAC virtual 
summer meeting. This has been a busy, interesting, and demanding few months for the whole nation.  

In November 2019, FEMA gave the NAC three charges to address – what does FEMA look like in 2045, how can 
FEMA build capacity in response, recovery, preparedness, and mitigation at the state, local, tribal, territorial 
(SLTT) levels, and what actions should FEMA take to ensure marginalized populations can recover quickly. All 
three of the 2020 charges were impacted by events this spring. We [FEMA] want to be an organization that 
embraces our core values, especially dealing with communities that have racial inequities or social disparities.  

While addressing these charges over the next few days, it’s important to embrace what we’ve learned over the 
last few months supporting COVID-19 and think about the following questions.  

• What do we want to look at in a couple years?  

• Is 2045 is too far?  

• What is a whole of government supposed to look like?  

• Where do we want to improve?  

• What is the next big disaster? (e.g. another pandemic or something new we haven’t thought about)  

Theme: Region coordination and training for political leadership 

• FEMA Regions are our tip of the spear. Other federal agencies (OFA) that also have regional offices do 
not have the bandwidth that FEMA does.  

• During COVID-19 response, the Department of Health and Human Services regional offices were moved 
to co-locate and operated together with FEMA regions.  

Theme: Supply chain  

• My perspective of supply chain has changed from being a State Director to the FEMA Administrator, but 
the question remains: How do you ensure you have the things you need access to?  

• We want to expand the U.S. industrial base, so we make things here, and stop buying from overseas 
manufacturers (e.g. masks, gloves, etc.).  

o We can’t rely on a competitor in nation/state to own all these items  
o There is a National discussion/strategy on expanding supply chain  

Theme: Data  

• FEMA collects a lot of information and sometimes it’s real time information 
o What FEMA doesn’t do well is assemble and analyze the information for decision support  

• Data management and sharing across the spectrum to include SLTTs needs to be improved and FEMA is 
embracing this (i.e. How much PPE do you have in your warehouse? What is your worst case burn rate?) 

• During COVID-19, FEMA stood up a supply team task force. We are managing a lack of resources, not 
an abundance. The supply team task force developed a software program called the Supply Chain 
Control Tower with real time data and data sharing capabilities:  

o Maintains SKUs for all supplies 
o Identifies what companies have on shelves (i.e. masks, gloves, respirators)  
o Can track down supplies down to zip code, what hospitals were delivered on given day, etc.  
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Theme: Partner with Industry 

• The Defense Production Act (DPA) has been used robustly during COVID-19 response  
o Example: There are over 80 COVID-19 vaccines that are being worked on, but in order to give 

the vaccine to a patient, you need the proper equipment (e.g. needle, syringe, glass vile). 
Currently those supplies are being produced in another country (China). The DPA is working to 
find the producers who make that those supplies in the U.S.  

• COVID-19 has given us insight on how to operate better 

QUESTIONS 
Jeff Hansen. Are we meeting your expectations based on the charges given? Along the lines of the vision charge, 
what is your vision for FEMA, as the Administrator? 

Administrator Gaynor. The charge for FEMA 2045 was pre-COVID. The trials and issues that came up during 
COVID-19 response with supply chain probably would not have come up if it weren’t for COVID-19. I believe there 
are going to be significant changes to how we look in the future. I never thought we would be coordinating a 
public health emergency. I suggest we all take a breath and think about what we want to look like in 2045.  

David Bibo. History tells us that after every significant incident FEMA has been involved in, whether it was 
Hurricane Katrina, 9/11, wildfires, etc. we’ve seen statutory changes. These charges present an opportunity for 
the NAC to influence that discussion in the months ahead.  

Administrator Gaynor. This response is not going to be just about FEMA, it’s going to be a broader look across 
even state and local response, even global change.  

Jeff Hansen. Is 2045 too far to look toward? 

Administrator Gaynor. Using COVID-19 as the launch platform, we need to build on some of the things we want 
to change and phase that out to 2045. It has to go in phases, you can’t just get to 2045. Some things may take 
longer to get to.  

Lisa Jones. With current COVID-19 response, how are we meeting the need with personal protective equipment 
(PPE) items being produced in China?  

Administrator Gaynor. The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and partners are trying to rebuild 
the Strategic National Stockpile (SNS). It will not be a stockpile that can supply the entire nation, but it should 
have enough for 90-days of critical items. The current daily burn rate of gloves is one billion gloves per day – but 
we don’t make any gloves here in the U.S. Emergency management is not a perfect science, you make critical 
decisions based on the information you have.  

Anna Lang. What do you feel has contributed disproportionately to the way this disaster has played out? What 
have been surprising aspects with outsized impact? Have there been any derailments? 

Administrator Gaynor. Here is a great story about being close to failure. When FEMA first began the COVID-19 
response, there were 16,000 ventilators in the SNS, and half were already shipped out. The only way to get more 
ventilators is to make more. FEMA met with 11 manufacturers (including Ford and General Motors) to build new 
ventilators. As of today, we have 69,866 new ventilators built in three months. By the end of August, we will have 
134,000 which is eight times the amount we had at beginning of COVID-19 response.    

Brad Richy. Region 10 has been amazing. The FEMA team has been an incredible partner here. Is there a 
standard for data management? How can that data influence the lifelines and how can we share it at all levels?  

Administrator Gaynor. In a regular disaster (e.g. flooding, tornado, hurricane) that has limited geographic 
impact, FEMA will send you all the supplies you need. Due to COVID-19, we had to change the way we are 
operating. We had to ask State Directors really hard questions like how many beds do you have, how many of 
them are occupied, how many ICU vents in use, etc. to make just in time decisions, so that ventilators weren’t 
sitting on shelves. In order to get good data, you need people who are willing to share with you, and in real time. 
We need to take a hard look at how we share data.  
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David Bibo. We have known and have been planning for many years, to manage shortages (e.g. New Madrid, 
etc.) but even in those scenarios we could surge from other areas of the country. This pandemic scenario has 
shown us that you need a lot more data and a lot more people or partners at the table. When you need a lot more 
people to run operation, but also need fewer people in same space to socially distance, it’s difficult. For example, 
the National Response Coordination Center (NRCC) is normally filled with people in one large room, with COVID-
19, the NRCC is spread out across 8 floors in FEMA and working virtually.  

Administrator Gaynor. Can we look at our grants to see how we make investments? And mandate investments 
in lifelines. I’m not saying all of it, but if we aim enough grant funding at lifelines, we could show improvements.  

Bridget Bean. FEMA has done some adapting from COVID. We are now incorporating medical information into 
Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communities (BRIC) and pushing toolkits to SLTT partners. When talking 
about investments, one of the national priorities was cyber security, we want to make sure our cybersecurity is 
strong. So now we have a mandatory 5% spend in cybersecurity for several grant programs. 

Administrator Gaynor. COVID has highlighted how important equity is. When you go into a disaster and 
communities face challenges before disaster (like homelessness or poverty), the disaster makes it worse or more 
complicated. Equity in healthcare is a long-term challenge. FEMA has used the Stafford Act to buy food, and 
provide sheltering for the homeless, but testing has been a challenge. We had to make sure all communities had 
testing available; currently 60% of all testing sites are in areas with high Social Vulnerability Index scores. 

OPENING AND ANNOUNCEMENTS 
The purpose of this session was to go over the agenda and provide feedback on the opening session with the 
FEMA Administrator and other FEMA senior leadership included on the welcoming panel. 

Agenda and Goals 

The agenda has been rethought to handle the challenges of COVID and how to deal with a virtual environment. 
This will include incorporating well-reviewed speakers and then using breakout rooms to capture group 
interactions and thoughts. The feedback on the charges from Administrator Gaynor to the subcommittees will be 
synthesized by groups leads. This will be reported back to the leads to pull together a draft report by a September 
1st which will then be formed into a final draft report by October 1st. Finally, we’re planning a hybrid meeting in 
November, with some meeting in-person and others on Zoom on November 17 - 19, 2020.  

DAY 1 CLOSING REMARKS & DAY 2 PLENARY 
The purpose of this session was to provide a brief of the agenda for Thursday and share some feedback from the 
various subgroups, as well as observations for the group to think about prior to convening tomorrow.  

Rob Long. Tomorrow, we will begin our meeting with a public commenting period, and then the panelists will 
share their suggestions. Then we will breakout into groups again with cross-pollination breakout sessions. The 
goal of tomorrow is to socialize the recommendations and think of how to strengthen and integrate them. 

Jasper Cooke. Tomorrow everyone will be editing the same document; as the groups move, you’ll be working on 
the edits from the previous group. The groups are currently structured as vision, capacity, and equity. Keep in 
mind that the structure you use for the report, is how the structure will be perceived when submitted to the 
(FEMA) Administrator. I would like you all to think about outcome metrics; the social determinants of health are a 
particularly useful measure. 

Jeff Hansen. This has been a challenge that we’re working in this year. Tomorrow is going to be unique as we try 
to socialize these across the various groups. I’m looking forward to the outcome. 

Thursday, July 30, 2020 

EXPERTS PANEL AND SUMMARY 
The purpose of this session was for three expert panelists to discuss their perspectives on the NAC’s 
recommendations. The NAC spoke with Donald Kettl, Professor at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs 
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at University of Texas; Justin Kates, Director of Emergency Management for the City of Nashua, New Hampshire, 
and Junia Howell, Urban Sociologist and Professor at the University of Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania on the topics of 
FEMA’s future threat environment, enhancing the role of FEMA, and addressing inequities caused by FEMA 
programs. 

FEMA’s Threat Environment in 2045 

Donald Kettl. Many of the recommendations in the report focus on challenges FEMA is currently facing, versus 
beginning to address the potential challenges FEMA will face in the future. In order to determine what FEMA will 
look like in 2045, there needs to be an assessment of what the threat environment FEMA will be facing is going to 
look like in 2045. 

▪ FEMA will face a multitude of increasingly unpredictable issues outside the Agency’s scope and mission 
▪ Expectations for FEMA to solve ALL problems will increase 
▪ FEMA will need to become a more agile response agency 
▪ At the community level, all emergencies blend together, which presents further challenges 

The three main capabilities FEMA needs are foresight, agility, and resilience. In order to accomplish the goals 
previously expressed, and to establish the needed capabilities, FEMA needs: 

▪ More intergovernmental / multi-sector partnerships  
▪ To build upon pre-existing communities of trust across the country to help deliver responses to disasters 

and other events  
▪ To become nimbler, with an even broader set of partnerships than it currently has 

From the point of view from local communities, all problems are the same, and FEMA must find how to best 
address them all. There are nine different “getting to quick” approaches which can help FEMA address this 
challenge, with the most important being the role of getting the right people, with the right skills, into the right 
positions. Without successful human capital, nothing else will matter, because personnel are the foundation of a 
successful outcome. The fundamental question to get us to FEMA’s role in 2045: What is the right size of 
FEMA?; do we want FEMA to be big and robust to deal with a wide range of issues, or should FEMA be small and 
lean to react nimbly?  

Local Impacts of a Changing FEMA 

Justin Kates. The recommendations report the NAC has put together is great. You talk about enhancing FEMA 
and uplifting their position in federal government. It mentions several recommendations in achieving goals, like 
use of evidence-based approaches and research institutions and better coordination of plans. Most importantly, 
the report includes a recommendation to reduce the complexity of funding opportunities through FEMA, which 
would help emergency managers at the local level. There is a need to strengthen the role of FEMA, while also 
limiting the local and state reliance on FEMA, and in order to accomplish this FEMA must create a stronger, more 
equitable emergency management systems.  

One of the significant challenges is working within the existing system and determining what the gaps and 
overlaps in need are and preventing those for the future. Many of the recommendations given to FEMA by the 
NAC, if adopted, will also be adopted at the state and even local levels. FEMA is consistently pushing the 
message that disasters are locally executed, state managed, and federally supported, but in practice this concept 
is not executed. FEMA needs to: 

▪ Determine if emergency management is truly federally funded, state managed, and locally executed 
▪ Determine if emergency managers are really the best individuals to determine community risk. Rather 

than being main planners, emergency managers should act as risk reduction integrators, while first 
responders and community planners determine risks and mitigation plans for their communities. 

Equity and Emergency Management 

Junia Howell. It has been said that disasters reveal inequality within impacted communities. In order to determine 
the impacts of a disaster, different components such as income and education level are compared. Research has 
found those people who lived through a disaster ended up wealthier if they were white, college educated 
homeowners. This research means, contrary to the commonly held belief, disasters themselves actually do make 
inequalities worse. Current FEMA policies are helping to create inequalities, so there is an obvious need to 
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address and revise FEMA practices that are adding to the inequalities communities face. Many FEMA policies 
meant to aid disaster survivors are made with biased assumptions. There are three different systems that need to 
be addressed: 

▪ Delegation of response/recovery to private sector or to state/local government 
o Could further perpetuate inequality 

▪ How is risk assigned, and who determines it? 
o Important piece of “who” is to think comprehensively about who is at the table when definitions 

are being created 
o Inherent biases which can further exacerbate inequality 

▪ Data and technology systems are built on biases and can produce further inequality 
o Regression  
o Causal analysis  
o Machine learning (facial recognition example: has repeatedly shown racial biases because it was 

created by white men)  

In order to remedy the inherent biases within the current emergency management systems, language and 
definitions can be reexamined and can be made more encompassing. For example, the definition of who is 
“vulnerable” is exclusive to specific populations who need protection. The idea of equity and diversity is applicable 
to the larger emergency management field.  

QUESTIONS 
Jeff Hansen. Donald Kettl mentioned it will take pre-existing communities of trust for FEMA to be more 
successful in the future. Given the current environment, what steps can FEMA take to build that trust, and what 
is the right size for FEMA? 

Donald Kettl. There is a re-definition of what all-hazards means to address that question, and it means when we 
look at social issues, COVID affects communities with inequities the worst. So, inequities demand a re-definition 
of all-hazards.  

Justin Kates. Trust needs to be built at the local level, and is FEMA doing community projects with the specific 
intention of building community trust. Success lies in locally led community initiatives for emergency management, 
and activities at the local level to build trust.  

Lori Hodges. The focus should be how FEMA assists locals, because in disasters and times of crisis locals want 
other locals addressing issues; they do not want the state or federal governments coming in and taking over. 
Planning and looking at how these plans should be based for future issues; all rely on having community trust. 

Junia Howell. Trust is central, but often when thinking about trust, direct relationships are assumed to be the 
main topic, but in the context of the whole nation trust isn’t just one person to another. There is a need to be hyper 
aware of social norms, because they can create inherent biases. Additionally, when trust is broken throughout 
history, it cannot be expected to be built back up overnight. There is a need to show that there has been a 
change, and an acknowledgement of historic and contemporary issues.  

Donald Kettl. Trust is largely at the transactional level, and it is far easier to break down than it is to build up. As 
emergency managers at all levels, and as an Agency, FEMA must avoid things that undermine that trust, because 
it has far bigger implications. 

Jasper Cooke. When looking at the right size for FEMA, what is the right size? What does that look like? 

Donald Kettl. People work in teams to solve problems, and it could be argued that smaller teams could be more 
effective for problem solving on a large scale. If a larger FEMA would tackle more issues in the future, then the 
Agency needs to grow, which could actually be counterproductive to the issue of addressing and responding to 
disasters and building a resilient nation. There is an argument for FEMA to be nimbler, and smaller, to address 
issues faster and more effectively. Other considerations, however, would drive the size of FEMA in the opposite 
direction.  
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Justin Kates. If FEMA is looking to shift emergency management services in a community regarding equity and 
inherent bias, we’re talking about changing emergency management structural issues. Thoughts? 

Junia Howell. The COVID pandemic has shown a need to shift from looking domestically, but also looking 
globally, and to look at what is FEMA potentially doing that is perpetuating inequalities globally.  

Jeff Hansen. For years in emergency management, there has been the fight for an equality approach, with FEMA 
towards tribes or people with accessible needs, and the FEMA solution historically has been to add the name of 
whatever group to the existing policy and move on, but that doesn’t solve the problem or address the application 
of the policy or practice with those populations. A large governmental approach is not necessarily the answer, so 
does that mean it needs to be more of a ground level change?  

Lori Hodges. Flexibility and adaptability are crucial, and currently FEMA can’t be flexible enough to address 
inequality. There needs to be a shift within communities and the general public for them to tackle their own 
problems at the local level. The recommendation for equity moving forward needs to be addressed.  

Donald Kettl. There needs to be an understanding these issues are at the community level, and FEMA must help 
facilitate relationships to help enable local trust and other processes.  

Justin Kates. Should emergency management look the same at every level? Locals, ideally, are the best 
equipped to address the needs of their community, but not the larger scale issues like the national supply chain. 
Does the emergency management enterprise need to be rethought to work better in an integrated system? 

Donald Kettl. To answer that, the questions of who you send to different issues, or who you train to solve certain 
problems, also need to be answered. Some things can only be answered at scale, such as the supply chain 
efforts of personal protective equipment (PPE). The appropriate role of FEMA in a community needs to be 
addressed.  

Kevin Staley. The idea of federally supported, state managed, and locally executed doesn’t seem like it has 
resonated at the lower levels of emergency response, and it doesn’t seem to have been adopted. Should it be 
addressed what FEMA should be doing if the Agency didn’t have any money? States often look at FEMA as a 
bank, but if FEMA didn’t have money, they would be more focused on creating and executing their own 
operations rather than using FEMA as insurance. The pandemic has seen calls for states to be more self-
sufficient, but first what is state versus what is federal responsibility needs to be determined.  

Nicolette Louissaint. Is there research or substantive evidence in understanding the role of government 
improving equity versus making it worse? I’m struggling with the idea of outcomes not being centered around 
equity and inequity. With the systematic issues of equity and access to resources, how can we manage them as a 
government, and is our response helping or hurting? Is pushing things more locally going to run the risk of 
ignoring system wide issues? 

Kevin Staley. If FEMA needs to take a greater role, can communities really tackle such large issues? Maybe 
moving forward FEMA should take a more centralized role.  

Junia Howell. There is some existing evidence and research, but one response to the structural inequities is to 
look at who oversees those communities and who is being handed responsibility to fix those system wide issues. 
If the inequities are system wide, handing them down to just the community level won’t work, since they are 
system wide versus isolated within individual communities.  

Donald Kettl. Evidence on the level and scale of these issues comes mostly from the private sector. Bad 
interactions at any level, can powerfully overshadow any previously positive interactions and leave a lasting 
impact for years to come.  

Junia Howell. I don’t believe there is any existing evidence suggesting that changing the level of government an 
issue is addressed at changes the issue if the root of the problem still isn’t being addressed. Federal programs 
tend to be better at addressing inequities than when they are addressed at the local level, overall. If a community 
has inadequate resources, then that community is not in a place where they can address inequities.  

Steve Birnbaum. Professors refer to team immediate responders at the local level, and that may apply when 
discussing resilience at the local level. There seems to be a lack of understanding of what local responsibilities in 
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emergency management are. The underlying problem isn’t the responsibility of the second or third level of 
response to solve, it needs to be addressed at the base, local level. It is the responsibility of FEMA and 
emergency responders to ensure problems aren’t being made worse, but it is not their responsibility to solve 
those problems. 

Donald Kettl. People at higher levels find themselves responding to issues well above what they are expected to 
respond to. Should FEMA become like the fire department of the country, where it responds to all sorts of different 
issues regardless of whether that issue is within FEMA’s mandate? What should FEMA be responsible for, and 
will FEMA still be called to respond even if the issue isn’t within their scope? Looking ahead to 2045 means 
grappling with what FEMA’s role can and should look like.  

Junia Howell. For a lot of emergency management work, the issue is that FEMA is making things worse with 
equity, which relates to how the system is structured. One of the steps in moving forward in dealing with issues of 
inequity, is looking inward at how to address that and what FEMA’s response has done to contribute to inequities.  

Steve Birnbaum. FEMA should address things they are doing to contribute to inequities, and make sure their 
actions aren’t making things worse. However, in situations where FEMA’s response just reveals issues, the root of 
those issues is not FEMA’s to solve. Trying to figure out where the line is between what FEMA and emergency 
management’s responsibilities to solve are versus general societal issues is a difficult task to grapple with, and 
maybe we don’t have those answers yet. 

NAC Member. If you look at the recommendations overall, it looks like the advisory committee sees the 
profession of emergency management moving more and more toward risk management looking at all 
components of threat, vulnerability and consequence and how we buy down risk in a more effective, equitable 
way. Do you feel that's the right direction? 

Donald Kettl. Looking at FEMA over the past 20 years, there is a large expansion in the roles and partnerships of 
the Agency. Expansions may be inevitable, and pressures of how the mission should be restructured also comes 
into play. There is the debate of making FEMA larger and more robust, or downsizing to be more manageable 
and agile. There are obvious structural changes for the Agency down the road.  

Lisa Jones. Looking at the recommendations, are there any specific adjustments that should be made? 

Donald Kettl. The discussion of human capital needs to be more present within the recommendations overall. If 
FEMA cannot get human capital right, then none of the other recommendations matter.  

Justin Kates. Enabling people outside of emergency management to understand emergency management 
procedures and programs. Reducing the complexity will help fit those individuals outside of emergency 
management fit more closely.  

Junia Howell. There is a need to think on integration overall, with recommendations seeming to go in opposite 
directions in things like size and scope. There also needs to be more wholistic language used in the 
recommendations, and how things are defined should be further solidified. 

Jasper Cooke adjourned the meeting on July 30 at 4pm eastern time.  

 

 

 

 


