When History Speaks, Wisdom Listens

H. George Frederickson
Consider these two truisms:  first, it is rightly said that journalism is the first draft of history, and second, that those who do not learn from history are destined to repeat it.  There are two good recent examples of journalistic history, both about the events of our time and both about modern public administration.  The first is Rajiv Chandrasekaran’s Imperial Life in the Emerald City:  Inside Iraq’s Green Zone.  The second is Christopher Cooper and Robert Block’s Disaster:  Hurricane Katrina and the Failure of Homeland Security.  It is generally understood that the failing war in Iraq and the bungled preparation for and response to Hurricane Katrina influenced national politics and, particularly, the 2006 congressional elections.  What is less well understood is how ignorance of the central principles of public administration and disregard for those principles contributed to these fiascos.  


First is the principle of competence.  As is the case in all federal agencies, it is assumed that the top positions in the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) in Iraq and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) are politically appointed.  But it is further assumed that below the political appointees there is cadre of technically competent officials with the expertise needed to implement agency policy.  With respect to competence and expertise the two stories vary.  
In the Iraq CPA case, the hiring of senior advisors. . . . was settled upon at the highest levels of the White House and the Pentagon.  .  .  A well-connected Republican made a call on behalf of a friend or trusted colleague.  Others were personally recruited by President Bush. . . . “the criterion for sending people over there was that they had to have the right political credentials.”. . . Two CPA staffers said that they were asked if supported Roe v. Wade and if they had voted for George W. Bush.  “I saw senior civil servants from agencies like Treasury, Energy and Commerce denied advisory positions in Baghdad that were instead handed to prominent RNC (Republican National Committee) contributors.”  When the budget director “asked for ten young gofers,” their names and resumes were supplied by the Heritage Foundation and included the daughter is a conservative commentator, a legislative aid to a Republican senator, and a recent graduate from an evangelical university for home-schooled children.  Because of the personnel shortage, six of the gofers were assigned to manage Iraq’s $13 billion budget, even though they had no previous financial-management experience.   Chandrasekaran found that bumper stickers and mouse pads praising President Bush were standard desk decorations in the Republican Palace.  Other than military uniforms, “Bush-Cheney 2004” T-shirts were the most common piece of clothing. 

Obviously the public administration principle of neutral competence was not part of the civilian operations of the Coalition Provisional Authority.   
In the Katrina case the competence issue had little to do with the expertise and skills of the FEMA staff and mostly to do with the competence of the leadership.  After ignoring repeated warnings from senior FEMA staff as to the likely severity of the hurricane and the threat to life and property in New Orleans, the leadership of both the Department of Homeland Security and FEMA chose either to ignore it or to hope Katrina would miss New Orleans.  Finally, just after Katrina had passed through New Orleans, the staff indicated in their daily briefing paper for senior FEMA and Homeland Security leadership that much of New Orleans would soon be under water and that making matters worse, at least 100,000 people in the city lack the transportation to get out of town.  That evening and the next morning White House, Homeland Security and FEMA leadership assured the country that everything was under control and made no mention of the coming flood of New Orleans.  On television the next day the country watched as the disaster unfolded.
Second are the principles of planning and coordination.  
In the 1990s, under the leadership of James Lee Witt, FEMA  was regarded as a model of careful planning and effective disaster response.  At the core of that planning were horizontal interagency cooperation and vertical federal, state, and local coordination. Cooper and Block’s book carefully chronicles how, after FEMA was folded into the new Department of Homeland Security, the processes of FEMA planning and coordination were shifted from their emphasis on preparing for and responding to disasters to the new emphasis on fighting terrorism.  By the time of Katrina, FEMA had lost most of its independent capacity to plan and coordinate.  
Looking back, it is clear that planning for the invasion of Iraq was capable although coordination with allies was inadequate, particularly when compared with Desert Storm.  Clearly lacking was planning for an extended occupation, for an extended war against insurgents, and for an exit strategy.  Most profoundly lacking was planning for so-called nation building.  In the first three years the Pentagon, through the CPA, called the shots, and both planning and coordination seemed swamped by events.  One of the primary principles of practicing public administration abroad is to know the culture and the language, to be adaptable, and to not attempt to export American public administration, let alone American government, to other countries.  

Third are the principles of contracting for government services.  
Over the years FEMA had proved that it could respond effectively to disasters through a combination of good planning, interagency and interjurisdictional coordination, and the help of contractors.   The combination of integration into Homeland Security, the overwhelming magnitude of the Katrina disaster, and political pressure appears to have caused FEMA to become careless about no-bid contracts and to fail its oversight responsibilities.  By January, 2006, there were tens of billions in FEMA no-bid contracts to large national firms with solid K-Street connections and a history of generous political contributions, firms which in turn hired smaller firms to do the work.  Although there have been promises to re-bid the contracts, most of them remain in place.  In January 2007, the General Accountability Office will release reports highly critical of FEMA contract practices, finding that contract and other fraud may exceed $2 billion.

Contracting for services in Iraq was in part necessary because of the contemporary doctrine of a light, mobile, high tech fighting force.  Almost all back office or support services such as food, shelter, equipment maintenance, personal security, fuel hauling, and many key features of military logistics services are done by contractors.  Chandrasekaran describes a kind of wild-west contracting free-for-all involving not only appropriated federal funds but billions of oil sale dollars, much of it in cash.  In the name of speed and flexibility, no-bid contracts are standard practice.  Defense Department auditors have begun to question the CPA’s spending spree with Iraqi oil funds in the waning days of the occupation, noting that as much as $8.8 billion in one-hundred dollar bills could not be properly accounted for, including $2.4 billion in one-hundred dollar bills that was flown to Baghdad from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York six days before the handover of sovereignty. 

As the first drafts of the history of the federal response to Hurricane Katrina and the operation of the non-military aspects of the war in Iraq, these two books are sorrowful tales of maladministration.  In both cases there was too much politics and not enough competent, neutral administration; too little planning and coordination; too much contracting and scandalous contracting practices.  It will take years for the Department of Defense, the State Department, and FEMA to regain their capacity and credibility.  And it will take New Orleans and Iraq even longer to recover.              
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