
to FEMA, which created isolated divisions or ÒstovepipesÓ with
their own connections to Congress and interest groups but little
connection to each other. One participant in the reorganization
recalled that ÒIt was like trying to make a cake by mixing the milk
still in the bottle, with the flour still in the sack, with the eggs still
in the carton.Ó15

President Reagan picked as his first FEMA director Louis O. Giuf-
frida, who had directed the California Specialized Training Institute,
an outfit that had focused on subduing riots and student protests when
Reagan was governor in the 1960s. Giuffrida, consistent with ReaganÕs
focus on nuclear competition with the Soviets, strived to make FEMA
a player in national security as the lead agency responsible for respond-
ing to terrorist attacks, and he created an Office of National Prepared-
ness to that end. In the process, he developed a secret contingency plan
in the event of a national crisis that called for a declaration of martial
law and suspension of the Constitition, with FEMA in effect taking over
the country. Attorney General William French Smith put the kibosh
on that idea, and in 1985 Giuffrida resigned after being the subject of
a federal investigation of alleged fraud and mismanagement.16

For the rest of the Reagan administration and the presidency of
George H. W. Bush, FEMA remained an ineffective amalgamation of
programs pulled in competing directions by its dual civil defense and
natural disaster missions. So, on the one hand, FEMA dabbled in activ-
ities such as building a secret 112,544-square-foot bunker under the
Greenbrier resort in West Virginia to house Congress during a nuclear
war. On the other hand, when localized or medium-size storms hit,
FEMA often equivocated about whether to interveneÑa persistent
cause of frustration for states and localities. After bigger natural disas-
ters struck, the agencyÕs response was usually slow and overly bureau-
cratic.17 For example, after Hurricane Hugo in 1989 caused a record
$4 billion in damage, mainly on the American Virgin Islands and in
the Carolinas, stories circulated about FEMA requiring the submis-
sion of cost assessments before complying with state and local requests
for generators and other desperately needed supplies. That prompted
South Carolina senator Ernest Hollings to famously denounce
FEMAÕs staff as Òa bunch of bureaucratic jackasses.Ó18

The lowest of FEMAÕs lows came after Hurricane Andrew struck
Florida, Georgia, and Louisiana in 1992. The federal response was so
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disorganized that three days afterward, Dade County Director of
Emergency Preparedness Kate Hall held a press conference saying,
ÒWhere the hell is the cavalry on this one? We need food. We need
water. We need people. For GodÕs sake, where are they?Ó President
George H. W. Bush, recognizing the political damage FEMA was
inflicting on him in the midst of his reelection campaign, in effect
shunted the agency aside by sending nearly twenty thousand navy, air
force, and coast guard troops to take over the efforts in Florida under
the leadership of Transportation Secretary Andrew Card and a group
of military brass.19

By this time, FEMAÕs reputation was in a shambles. One House
committee underscored that the agency had become a dumping
ground for political appointees, calling it Òthe federal turkey farm.Ó20

The agency was featured prominently in a November 1992 Washing-
tonian magazine article titled ÒPerfect Places for Those Hard-to-Place
Contributors.Ó21 The Washington Post described FEMA as Òthe
agency that everybody loves to hate.Ó22 Several independent assess-
ments were commissioned to devise reforms. The National Academy
of Public Administration (NAPA)Ñthe ultimate embodiment of a
Ògood-governmentÓ institutionÑproduced the most influential
report. It broached the possibility of a Òdeath penaltyÓ for FEMA but
settled on the idea that Òthe time has come to shift the emphasis from
national security to domestic emergency management using an all-
hazards approach.Ó An all-hazards approach meant preparing plans
that would be effective regardless of the nature of a particular
calamity, rather than specialized tactics that varied for floods, hurri-
canes, earthquakes, and so on. The report also criticized Òthe uneven
quality of its political executivesÓ and recommended a limit on the
number of presidential appointees, while filling leadership positions
with the most qualified FEMA employees.23

A Model Agency
Upon taking office, President Clinton appointed as FEMA director
James Lee Witt, who had served under Clinton in Arkansas as direc-
tor of the stateÕs Office of Emergency Services. Witt, with ClintonÕs
endorsement, proceeded to implement the lionÕs share of recommen-
dations in the NAPA report. One of WittÕs first actions was to eliminate
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ten presidentially appointed management postsÑabout one-third of
the total number of appointees at the agency.24

Clinton also acceded to WittÕs request to have an opportunity to
interview the individuals whom the president was considering for the
agencyÕs remaining appointments. In contrast to prior practice, Clin-
tonÕs selections almost uniformly had strong relevant experience, as
opposed to just lending a hand in political campaigns. Examples
included Deputy Director Robert M. Walker, who as undersecretary
of the army had supervised the Defense DepartmentÕs response to
domestic disasters; Lacy E. Suiter, who for twelve years had been
director of the Tennessee Emergency Management Agency; and
Michael Armstrong, who had worked for more than ten years in Col-
orado state and local government specializing in conservation, land
use, and personnel matters.25

Witt, further following NAPAÕs counsel, forcefully and relentlessly
clarified FEMAÕs new central mission as providing support for Òall-
hazards, comprehensive emergency management.Ó Previously, accord-
ing to NAPA, FEMA was Òa check-writing agency, an intelligence
agency, a social service agency, and an insurance agency, with a fire
administration thrown in.Ó26 WittÕs Òall-hazardsÓ mantra transformed
that pastiche into a straightforward mission focusing on activities that
would be beneficial to the public, regardless of the precise nature of a
particular crisis. So, for example, it would devote far more resources
and energy than in the past toward Òmitigation,Ó which meant reduc-
ing the potential loss of life and property long before a disaster oc-
curred by helping to move out people and protect structures in loca-
tions that were highly vulnerable. Rather than having multiple re-
sponse plans and coordinators tailored to different types of emergen-
cies, FEMA helped to develop a single strategy that would be univer-
sally applicable for police, fire, and emergency personnel, regardless
of whether a hurricane, a tornado, or a flood hit a particular area. At
the same time, the agencyÕs past focus on civil defense dissipated after
Witt convinced Congress that funds previously allocated for that pur-
pose could now, in the aftermath of the Soviet UnionÕs collapse, be
more effectively devoted toward improving the governmentÕs response
to natural disasters.27

As he greatly clarified FEMAÕs mission, Witt also undertook a major
reorganization of the agency that reinforced support for the all-hazards
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Frank Reddish, the longtime Republican emergency-management
coordinator of Miami-Dade County who credited Project Impact with
raising the awareness of local officials about the need for disaster mit-
igation, said about AllbaughÕs elimination of the program, ÒThey po-
liticized it. Just because it was invented by a Democrat doesnÕt mean
it was bad.Ó39

Allbaugh, an intimidating character at six feet, four inches, 280
pounds, with a flat-top crewcut, was less than diplomatic in commu-
nicating his devolution agenda to states and localities. Shortly after
taking office, in late April 2001, Allbaugh went to Davenport, Iowa,
which had experienced significant flooding after the Mississippi River
reached near-record-high levels. He proceeded to chastise the city for
refusing to build a floodwall that might have prevented the disaster.
ÒHow many times does the American taxpayer have to step in and take
care of this flooding, which could have been prevented by building
levees and dikes?Ó Allbaugh asked. The mayor of Davenport, incredu-
lous at such a harsh statement in the midst of the crisis, called All-
baughÕs attack Òinsensitive.Ó40 But his message was crystal clear that
states and localities would be largely on their own in preparing for
calamities, as they were before the Witt era.

Privatize, Devolve, and Cut 
Contracting out a much larger share of FEMAÕs workÑagain in accor-
dance with conservative dogmaÑwas another Allbaugh priority.
While virtually every federal agency relies to varying degrees on private
providers to carry out public services through contracting, the doctrine
of the right errs decisively on the side of farming out workÑoften to
providers who have coughed up abundant campaign contributions. In
the process, movement conservatives relative to good government sup-
porters prefer less government oversight, fewer and looser performance
requirements, and a greater use of no-bid contracts. The presumption
on the right is that private-sector contractors can carry out activities at
lower cost and more effectively because they have to compete in the
marketplace with other private firms for profits and, in most cases, are
not unionized and therefore can pay their workers less. Oversight by
the dreaded government bureaucrats only gums up those virtuous mar-
ket forces. But as anyone knows from reading the headlines in recent
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years about no-bid Defense Department contracts to Halliburton for
Iraq rebuilding or FEMAÕs own post-Katrina no-bid contracts to polit-
ically connected companies like Bechtel and Fluor, overzealous con-
tracting practices combined with lax government oversight squan-
dered millions of taxpayer dollars.41 As a small indication of how per-
vasive the privatization mind-set was from the get-go, in 2001 the
White House, FEMA, and other agencies went so far as to begin con-
tracting with the Bulletin News Network, run by Paul Roellig, a for-
mer policy analyst in George H. W. BushÕs White House, to prepare
daily morning summaries of customized news clippings. That activity
had previously been performed mostly by volunteers, so itÕs not clear
how the government became more efficient in the process.42

All of these ideologically driven changesÑprivatization, the elim-
ination of successful programs, the resurrection of a failed Reagan-era
enterprise, the devolving of responsibilities to states and localities, and
the heightened reliance on political appointees with negligible quali-
fications beyond an abiding commitment to the conservative move-
mentÑpredictably sent the morale of FEMA employees into a deep
and rapid tailspin. Large numbers of the most experienced workers
began to leave the agency, in many cases without being replaced. After
the implementation of conservative ideology set in motion FEMAÕs
downward spiral, its inclusion in the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity following the September 11 terrorist attacksÑa largely bipartisan
but ill-fated decision that Witt presciently objected toÑgreatly exacer-
bated the agencyÕs decline. Now Michael Brown, who succeeded All-
baugh upon the creation of DHS in 2003, didnÕt directly report to the
president but was just one among twenty-two agency heads account-
able upward through several chains of command to the secretary of
DHS, including many additional layers of inexperienced conservative
political appointees. Jane Bullock, who served as chief of staff for
emergency management from 1995 to 2001, told Rolling Stone:

The moment FEMA went into DHS, it was a death knell. When
FEMA was independent, Witt could pick up the phone and call
up the Secretary for Defense for assistance. HeÕd respond imme-
diately, because he had seen Witt in Cabinet meetings. No one
can tell me that if Mike Brown picked up the phone and called
Don Rumsfeld, that Rumsfeld would even have known who
Brown was.43
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All of these forces accelerated the deterioration in staff morale that
had begun under Allbaugh. By 2005, FEMA was operating with a 15
to 20 percent job vacancy rate, and many openings were not being
filled because of funding shortfalls.44 A June 21, 2004, letter written by
sixteen-year FEMA veteran and then union head Pleasant Mann to
several senators, and sent more than a year before the Katrina calamity,
conveyed alarm:

Over the past three years, FEMA has gone from being a model
agency to one where funds are being misspent, employee morale
has fallen, and our nationÕs emergency management capability is
being eroded. . . . In a recent survey, 60 percent of FEMA head-
quarters employees who responded said they would probably leave
FEMA and take another job if one were offered, and nearly 75
percent said they would retire immediately if they could do so. . . .
Over the past three-and-one-half years, professional emergency
managers at FEMA have been supplanted on the job by politi-
cally connected contractors and by novice employees with little
background or knowledge of emergency management. At first this
took place at the senior levels of FEMA, but it has now entered
into the mid-level and working-level of the agency, and jobs are
increasingly being filled by hiring inexperienced and unqualified
persons.45

A survey of morale levels among all government agencies found that
FEMAÕs ranked last, after having been among the leaders just a few
years earlier.46

Conservative Leadership
At the time Katrina hit, five of FEMAÕs eight top officials had virtually
no prior experience in emergency management. In addition to Brown,
the other four novices with political connections were Chief of Staff
Patrick J. Rhode, who had done advance work for BushÕs presidential
campaign; Deputy Chief of Staff Brooks D. Altshuler, another cam-
paign aide; the acting director for risk reduction and federal insurance
administrator David I. Maurstad, who was previously NebraskaÕs lieu-
tenant governor until 2001; and Director of Recovery Daniel A. Craig,
who came to the agency from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce after
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working previously as a lobbyist for the National Rural Electric Coop-
erative Association.47 The Senate Homeland Security Committee staff
reviewed the biographies of FEMA regional directors since 2001 and
found that many of them had little or no emergency-management
experience as well.48

The committeeÕs investigation found that FEMA employees con-
sidered the root of the agencyÕs problems to be its reliance on unqual-
ified political appointees. Eric Tolbert, who was director of response at
FEMA until February 2005, told the committee, ÒThe impact of hav-
ing political in the high ranks of FEMA . . . thatÕs what killed us. In
the senior ranks of FEMA there was nobody that even knew FEMAÕs
history, much less understood the profession and the dynamics and
the roles and responsibilities of the states and [of] local governments.Ó
The committee also released excerpts of an internal assessment by the
nonprofit consulting firm MITRE in early 2005 (months before Kat-
rina hit), exploring why FEMA was failing to deal quickly with disas-
ters. Based on confidential interviews with eleven of FEMAÕs senior
executives, the MITRE report emphasized both the high number and
the poor qualifications of political appointees in the agency. Among
the quotes cited: ÒThe void is in leadership. ThereÕs none,Ó and, ÒNone
of the senior leadership understand the dynamics of how response and
recovery actually works. . . . This administration doesnÕt understand
the value and importance of emergency management.Ó49

The politicization of FEMA did, however, generate a certain sort
of productivity when four successive hurricanes slammed the pivotal
election state of Florida during the 2004 presidential campaign sea-
son. An investigation by the South FloridaSun-Sentinel found that
concerns about the damage the storms could do to the president at the
ballot box prompted FEMA to dole out disaster relief checks with
unprecedented generosity. The paper reported that two weeks after a
FEMA consultant raised alarms that the second of the hurricanes was
creating a Òhuge messÓ that could reflect poorly on Bush, a Florida
official wrote that FEMA was handing out housing assistance Òto
everyone who needs it without asking for much information of any
kind.Ó50 Subsequent investigations by the DHSÕs inspector general and
the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental
Affairs confirmed the Sun-Sentinel reports, finding that FEMA paid
more than $31 million to thousands of Florida residents who were
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unaffected by the hurricanes. As Senator Susan Collins (R-Maine)
described it at a contentious May 2005 hearing at which Brown par-
ried heated questions, ÒFEMA approved massive payouts to replace
thousands of televisions, air conditioners, beds and other furniture, as
well as a number of cars, without receipts, or proof of ownership or
damage, and based solely on verbal statements from the residents,
sometimes made in fleeting encounters at fast-food restaurants.Ó51

The wasteful spending in Florida prompted the Collins-Lieberman
Committee to recommend numerous changes to improve fairness,
accountability, and transparency in the administration of FEMAÕs
disaster-assistance program. Other pre-Katrina, postÐSeptember 11
studies and reports examining the agency raised concerns and offered
recommendations about the meager training of personnel, inadequate
Òsurge capacityÓ to have temporary workers available to help during
crises, its poor use of communications and information technology,
the absence of standard operating procedures, a grossly understaffed
procurement office, and excessive vacancies. But none of those warn-
ings or ideas were heeded, and the consequences became horrifically
obvious to everyone after Katrina hit.

In all of the postmortems about FEMAÕs failures, the explanations
for what went wrong invariably boil down to a single word: leadership.
ItÕs a word that ultimately explains most government success stories as
well, as WittÕs turnaround of the 1990s demonstrates. The conserva-
tive movement produces leaders who are committed to Ronald Rea-
ganÕs core belief that government is the problem, not the solution.
The right also insists that after political victories, as many like-minded
leaders as possible should be planted throughout the government to
Òexert controlÓ over civil servants, who typically have much more
experience and knowledge about public activities such as responding
to emergencies. Allbaugh and Brown were exactly the kinds of leaders
the conservative movement promised the public that it would bring to
the executive branch: advocates of ÒlimitedÓ government; suspicious
of career bureaucrats; believers in outsourcing, downsizing, and devo-
lution; recruiters to the government hierarchy of more ideologues just
like them. People who describe Allbaugh and Brown as simply incom-
petent or unqualified misunderstand why conservative government is
failing. They did precisely what the right said its leaders would do.
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White House the last word. To date, a total of 614 federal programs
have been evaluated under PART.59

David E. Lewis set about to compare how the PART grades of pro-
grams managed by political appointees compared with those run by
career administrators. He found that 245 different bureau chiefs
administered the programs that were assessed (some managers were
responsible for more than one). Of the 242 Lewis was able to ascertain
background information about, he found that 62 percent were Senate-
confirmed political appointees, 11 percent politically appointed mem-
bers of the Senior Executive Service (SES), and 25 percent career
SES managers.60

After comparing the scores through statistical regression analysis,
Lewis found that Òthe programs administered by appointees get sys-
tematically lower grades than careeristsÑeven when controlling for
differences among programs, substantial variation in management
environment, and the policy content of the programs themselves.Ó In
other words, the data show decisively that experienced civil servants are
judged to be more effective managers than are political appointeesÑ
a result that is not dependent on differences in the kinds of programs
that the two groups might be more likely to manage. If anything, those
findings are apt to be skewed in favor of political appointees and
against career managers. Because the administration uses the PART
grades to help make judgments about budgets for particular programs,
its ideological predilections favoring political appointees would be
more likely to bias the results against activities managed by career
staff. In addition, Lewis found that programs created by Democratic
presidents received lower grades, which suggests that evaluations of
policy content may be working their way into the administrationÕs eval-
uations of management performance.61 Again, that tendency would
be more likely to benefit politically appointed managers.

LewisÕs study also attempted to discern from the data why programs
administered by appointees receive lower grades. Additional regressions
showed that two characteristics that were more prevalent among career
managersÑprevious experience within the bureau and relatively
longer tenure in the jobÑappeared to matter in producing higher per-
formance grades. He found that political appointees had higher levels
of education and a broader range of experience, including in private
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sector management, on average. But those traits did not correlate with
the PART performance grades.

Robert Shea, who oversees the PART program at the OMB, told
the Federal Times that LewisÕs findings donÕt prove anything: ÒItÕs safe
to say that almost all of the programs that [he] compared are managed
by a political appointee, not a career employee. All careerists eventu-
ally report to a political appointee. The career folks theyÕve isolated as
managers of programs are under the day-to-day management of a
political appointee.Ó

Lewis responded that he simply chose the managers for each pro-
gram as listed on the OMBÕs worksheets. If every program is, in effect,
ultimately under the control of a political appointee, then why would
his calculations turn up systematically better outcomes for those
directly managed by career officials?62 One would think that an exec-
utive of the OMB, which is supposed to be concerned with improving
government efficiency, would respond that maybe more research
could be conducted to see whether Lewis might be on to something.
But, no, the rightÕs ideology is clear: political appointees, good; career
civil servants, bad.

Circular Reasoning
Everyone recognizes that government can be painfully inefficient. On
the other hand, it also has often accomplished impressive goals and
demonstrated the capacity to reform itself to become more effective
and avoid past mistakes. But the conservative movementÕs central mis-
sion of weakening the governmentÕs domestic capabilities while exert-
ing muscularity abroad doesnÕt allow for nuance in thinking about
public sector management. The rightÕs diagnosis of the problem is
simple: bureaucracies are always inherently inefficient because they
are run by useless, stubborn, unmanageable civil servants. The solu-
tion that follows logically from that assessment is to put the govern-
ment as much as possible in the control of conservatives who share the
mindset that career bureaucrats are standing in the way of achieving
the rightÕs overarching goals. Unfortunately for the country, ideologi-
cally driven Bush appointees have not only created one mess after
another, they also have left future administrations with a government
workforce littered with unqualified believers just like them. This will
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only make it that much harder to rebuild an effective public sectorÑ
a result not unlike the argument of President ReaganÕs budget direc-
tor David Stockman that high federal deficits would impede govern-
ment long after Reagan left office. ItÕs all part of the rightÕs plan for
America.

Many conservatives pounced on the Katrina failure as a reaffirma-
tion of their views about the inherent ineptitude of government. For
example, the New York Times columnist David Brooks wrote:

The paradox at the heart of the Katrina disaster . . . is that we really
need government in times like this, but government is extremely
limited in what it can effectively do. Katrina was the most antici-
pated natural disaster in American history, and still government
managed to fail at every level. For the brutal fact is, government
tends toward bureaucracy, which means elaborate paper flow but
ineffective action. Government depends on planning, but plan-
ners can never really anticipate the inevitable complexity of
events. And American government is inevitably divided and power
is inevitably devolved.63

David Boaz of the libertarian Cato Institute was even more forceful:

YouÕve got to hand it to the advocates of big government. TheyÕre
never embarrassed by the failures of government. On the contrary,
the stateÕs every malfunction is declared a reason to give govern-
ment more money and more power. Take Hurricane Katrina, a
colossal failure of government at every levelÑfederal, state, and
local. . . . LetÕs look at the facts. Government failed to plan. Gov-
ernment spent $50 billion a year on homeland security without,
apparently, preparing itself to deal with a widely predicted natural
disaster. Government was sluggish in responding to the disaster.
Government kept individuals, businesses, and charities from re-
sponding as quickly as they wanted. And at the deepest level, gov-
ernment so destroyed wealth and self-reliance in the people of New
Orleans that they were unable to fend for themselves in a crisis.64

But as we have seen, the quality of the governmentÕs performance
was far from identical after previous major disastersÑthatÕs why both
Democratic and Republican senators kept referring to FEMAÕs Òturn-
aroundÓ under Witt. For a theory like public choice to be robust, it
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needs to be useful not only in explaining something that happened in
the past but also in predicting what will happen in the future. The fun-
damental problem with public-choice theory is that its empirical
applicability seems to make sense only in explaining past governmen-
tal failures such as the Katrina episode. But it doesnÕt have anything
remotely useful to offer about WittÕs accomplishments. It canÕt explain
LewisÕs findings that government programs run by career managers
seem to be systematically more effective than those run by political
appointees. And it canÕt predict whether FEMA, intelligence agen-
cies, or any other government branch or department will improve or
decline over time, because all it has to offer is that government will
always fail to promote the public interest due to the intrinsic flaws of
bureaucracies and civil servants.

Many in the conservative movement are convinced, and want the
public to believe, that government can do no better than it did after
Katrina. According to the rightÕs worldview, the debacle we all wit-
nessed was an inevitable consequence of forces beyond the capacity of
leadership to overcome. But that philosophy is self-fulfilling. If you
believe that government is predestined to fail, and you choose leaders
who share that belief, your ideology will be borne out. No institution
will succeed unless the people running it are committed to its success.
Politicizing the government by putting civil servants under the thumb
of individuals lacking that deeply held commitmentÑnot to mention
relevant experience, knowledge, and familiarity with policies that have
historically proved to be effectiveÑis a sure path to failure. Yet gov-
ernment, when managed by individuals who reject conservative ideol-
ogy, has succeeded many times in the past. The lesson is pretty easy
to follow.
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