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HEADLI NE: THREATS AND RESPONSES: RESPONSE
In Crisis, New York's Emergency Ofice Was Thwarted by Its Past

BYLI NE: By AL BAKER

BODY:

It was designed to be cutting edge and thus deeply reassuring to a city that
knew it was a target for terror: a mayoral office of energency managenent t hat
woul d prepare for the worst and oversee the response when the worst hit.

The agency woul d hel p coordinate the police and fire departnents and serve,
when needed, as the chief comander. MIlions of dollars were poured into it.
Bioterrorismwas studied and a plan of action was witten. The mayor, Rudol ph W
G uliani, trunpeted the agency's vision and effectiveness. Oficials called it a
nodel for other cities.

But whatever its grand anbitions, the city's Ofice of Emergency Managenent,
when crisis struck, found itself marginalized and overwhel ned, and the
destruction of its command center was only the nost visible of its problens.

On the norning of Sept. 11, the agency, while working to assist an energency
response that was valiant in spirit and that hel ped evacuate thousands fromthe
twin towers, could do little as sonme police officers acted w thout orders and
others found no strong leader. It did not get commanders of the Police and Fire
Departnents to talk to one another during the crisis. It could not help
coordinate the recall to duty of all firefighters across the city, in part
because virtually none of the firefighters knew what to do in the event of such
a recall.

In fact, it turned out the emergency agency had run just one joint drill for
these and other groups in the 18 nonths before the attacks -- and it was a
t abl etop exercise, not field training.

And so a year after New York |earned -- at a spectacularly painful price --
that it needed to scrutinize and inmprove its enmergency response apparatus, nany
city and | aw enforcenent officials believe fixing the Ofice of Energency
Managenent is absolutely vital. If it is not inproved, they believe, any
professions that New York is a safer and better prepared city |ack great
neani ng. The idea of such an emergency office, these officials say, is sound. If
it was beset with political infighting and perhaps publicly oversold, it can
still be nade to work. |Indeed, they say, the dinmensions of the threat to the
city denand that it be revanped and fully legitim zed.

"Considering the newrealities that we have to face, OE. M is indispensable
to our planning and preparations for all the things we hope will never occur,"
Mayor M chael R Bl oonberg said through a spokesman. "The new world requires
responses that we never had before."

O course, establishing a capabl e energency managenent agency is just one of
the many challenges the city is facing as it tries to inmprove security, identify



and elinmnate threats and organi ze itself for what nost officials expect will be
future attacks.

The Police Departnent has hired a fornmer Central Intelligence Agency officia
to inprove its access to critical information on terror groups, and it has
assigned its own detectives to work with the police in several cities overseas.
Armed officers are now stationed at airports and at bridges virtually full tine.
The city's vast array of "sensitive |ocations" have received increased
noni toring. Hospitals across the city are working on being ready for a mgjor
bi ol ogi cal or chem cal assault.

How wel | any of these initiatives succeed in helping to create a nbre secure
city is an open question. Certainly, however, for many of the city's new
initiatives to becone reality, they will need nmore than the good intentions of
the police and fire departments, the city's health officials and scores of other
federal, state and | ocal agencies.

"Do we really need a superagency and how should it function?" Jerome H.
Skol ni ck, a professor at the New York University School of Law and co-director
of the Center for Research in Crine and Justice there, said of the city's
enmer gency managenent agency. "Wat are its goals? Wiat are its standards? How
are you going to evaluate its success or failure? Can you get the police and
fire agencies to coordinate by defining what their m ssion and capacities are
and to train themfor those m ssions?"

The questions are nore than serious, for one of the truths of Sept. 11 was
t hat however bad it was, it mght have been worse. The buil dings could have
fallen in different, even nore destructive ways. There m ght have been nore
pl anes slanmming into nore | andmarks. The attacks coul d have incl uded
bioterrorism Coordination of efforts was a priority but was unrealized

Ri chard J. Sheirer, the fornmer comissioner of the Ofice of Enmergency
Managenent, who was in charge on Sept. 11, defended the agency's perfornmance
that day and in subsequent days. He said that 18 nonths before the attacks, he
i nherited an agency beset by probl enms caused by personality clashes, and that he
had been working to fix them And he blasted the two recent reports by
consultants on the city's energency response that day because the firm had
failed to talk to himor to M. Guliani.

"That is unprofessional," he said.

One of the undisputed startling facts about the perfornmance of the agency was
that it had failed to fully establish the nost basic aspect of energency

response: determning who is in charge -- and when, and why. In fact, that nost
fundanmental part of the agency's mission -- having all city agencies abide by a
formal systemthat |ays out under what circunstances police, fire or other

officials take control of an energency -- to this day does not exist in the way

it does in other cities: one uniform witten set of rules that all agencies
abi de by.

The system known as incident command, is intended to hel p agenci es work
together to direct strategy and share infornmation. Analysts fromaround the
nation said it is a cornerstone of energency managenment. Wthout such
under st andi ngs, chaotic nonents can only worsen, the anal ysts said.

In California, the incident-command systemwas nodel ed on the mlitary's
responses and enbraced by firefighters. "There has been this national effort to
adopt an incident conmand system as a response protocol for all agencies," said
Ellis M Stanley Sr., the general manager of the Energency Preparedness
Departnment in Los Angel es.

Pol i ce Comm ssioner Raynond W Kelly said such a system was never enshrined
here, but was still up for discussion. "People can get wrapped around the axle
about incident command when it really has to do with communication," he said.
"CGetting together, comunicating, coordinating."



Fire Comm ssioner Nicholas Scoppetta said he was hopeful that a nore
formalized system of incident conmand coul d be reached. He said a series of
guidelines witten by emergency managenent officials in the late 1990's has been
resurrected "and we will update it and | think it is something we ought to
exercise cityw de."

As part of the exam nation of the emergency office, the city is using a $2.5
mllion grant fromthe Justice Departnment to pay an outside consultant to study
the office's response on Sept. 11, said John T. Odermatt, the agency's new
conmi ssioner. That work will begin on Cct. 1, he said, and a draft report should
be ready by year end.

In the days, weeks and nmonths after the attack, there was nmuch the agency did
right, M. Qdermatt said. It set up a tenporary conmand post, nanaged the rapid
renoval of debris fromground zero and nonitored a host of human services. "But
yet," he said, "there are things that we could have done better."

Al ready, M. Odernmatt, a former city police chief, has rewitten nost of the
agency's energency plans and reorgani zed its personnel, appointing a a deputy
conmi ssioner for preparedness and a liaison with | aw enforcenent agencies to
share intelligence on threats.

Since the agency's $13 nillion emergency center on the 23rd floor of 7 Wrld
Trade Center was reduced to rubble on Sept. 11, a site for a new command center
has been established in Brooklyn. A backup center, a Plan B site, has been
i dentified.

To upgrade the coordination efforts between the police, fire and other city

agencies, M. Odermatt said they nust drill and train together. Since he took
over in April, he has held two interagency drills to practice mass distribution
of medications and review the city's response to a biological attack. A third
citywide drill, to be conducted by the United States Naval War College, is set
for Cctober.

"My visionis sinple," M. Odermatt said. "To get the agency to its nost
prepared state and to continue to practice, practice, practice." He also has a
public relations goal: To ensure that the public becones aware of all the
hazards it faces and to becone so educated that it can respond to themon its
own.

The changes are necessary because the O fice of Enmergency Managenent was
pl agued by politics fromthe start and later suffered a long period in which it
| angui shed, many current and fornmer city officials said.

It began in 1996 with many ambitious thoughts. It answered calls fromthe
nmundane to the exotic, fromfires to coastal storns to anthrax and nosquito-
borne encephalitis.

Its first |leader was by all accounts anpong the nation's quintessentia
enmergency professionals: Jerone M Hauer, who is now the acting assistant
secretary for public health energency preparedness at the federal Departnent of
Heal th and Hunan Services. In the early days, he ran the agency like a think
tank, forecasting cataclysnms and drawi ng up response pl ans.

Once plans were on paper, the agency had to conmunicate themto the rest of
the city, sell the idea, enforce those rules and nake sure the agenci es were
trai ni ng together.

But feuds erupted. The Police Departnent, at tinmes, was a reluctant partner
and maintained its own crisis center. And attenpts to get the Police and Fire
Departnents to rely on each other proved all but futile. Indeed, the rivalry
between the two departnments often nade it difficult for the agency to reach its
goals. When 50 senior Fire Departnent officials took part in a planning exercise
with the Naval War Col |l ege | ast Decenber, sone fire chiefs plainly spelled out
their resentment of the police.



"Gve firefighters guns and close the P.D.," one wote. "G ve us their

budget . "

The extent of the trouble between the two departnents can be neasured in the
nodest degree to which they are now working together. Top comranders from each
department are neeting regularly with their counterparts. The departnents have
exchanged one liaison officer each. And fire chiefs are riding in police
hel i copters to assess disasters better, sonmething, incidentally, that they had
al ready done in the 1980's as a strategy to fight high-rise fires, said Raynond
J. Abruzzi, a retired New York Police assistant chief.

What al so hanpered the Ofice of Energency Managenent's effectiveness was a
bitter rivalry between M. Hauer and Howard Safir, who had pushed for the
agency's creation when he was fire conm ssi oner but seened to backpedal when he
becanme police comm ssioner in 1996, nany people said. "As nuch as Howard was
supporting the creation of OE. M when he was in the Fire Departnent, to take it
away fromthe police, he wasn't necessarily as supportive when he became the
police comm ssioner," said Peter G LaPorte, who worked for M. Safir's
predecessor in Police Headquarters, WlliamJ. Bratton, and is now the director
of the Enmergency Managenment Agency in the District of Col unbia.

M. Safir said that M. Hauer's | eadership hindered the agency's
ef fecti veness. Others, however, said it was M. Safir's personality that stym ed
its ability to succeed.

The strained relations sonetinmes played out on the streets. One incident,
cited by some in and out of city government, happened in 1999 when a Manhattan
Pl anned Parent hood clinic received an anthrax scare. As the story goes, police
of ficials who showed up first apologetically said they had orders from
headquarters to keep fire officials and M. Hauer's staff fromentering. M.
Hauer called City Hall fromthe scene and was finally allowed to enter

M. Hauer said he tried to elimnate technol ogical barriers to cooperation
Police and Fire Departnment radios work on different frequencies. Past city
of ficials had been neeting for years on the topic, but did not develop firm
pl ans. M. Hauer devised a system using 800-negahertz radios to enable the
police, firefighters and officials of his agency to speak with one anot her

Radi os were distributed, but when the officials sat down to delineate when to
put down agency radi os and pick up the interagency radios, a witten agreenent
could not be forged. That technical inability to reach an agreenent frustrated
M. Hauer and was evident on Sept. 11, when sone of the 800-negahertz radios sat
idle in the vehicles of sone energency responders, former city officials said.

"At the end of the day, not nuch noved forward," M. Hauer said of the issue.

M chael P. Jacobson, a professor at John Jay College of Crimnal Justice,
served in Denocratic and Republican city adninistrations as a budget officia
and as a probation and correction conm ssioner. "I think it was a good idea to
create the agency," he said. "But, you had to know that given the existing turf
wars al ready between police and fire, that the introducti on of another powerfu
enmer gency responder agency was going to cause a new host of bureaucratic and
turf issues. No one should be surprised that it m ght have taken a few years to
wor k out."
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