DHS, White House Under Fire for Katrina Response
This week a special House committee issued an intensely critical report on government failures in the response to Hurricane Katrina. Though blame for the botched response was applied across the board, and at the federal, state, and local levels, the Department of Homeland Security and FEMA were singled out for failing to recognize the scope of the disaster and act quickly enough to lessen its devastation. The Republican-dominated special House committee makes a chilling claim in their report released Tuesday: "The failure of initiative cost lives, prolonged suffering, and left all Americans justifiably concerned our government is no better prepared to protect its people than it was before 9/11, even if we are."
According to extensive Associated Press coverage, the report goes on to implicate President Bush for not becoming involved in the crisis earlier. It says he was not receiving guidance from a disaster specialist, who would have understood the scope of the storm's destruction and led to a more vigorous federal effort. "Earlier presidential involvement might have resulted in a more effective response," the inquiry concluded. Chertoff also offered testimony to the Senate Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee Wednesday and faced tough criticism from some Senators. Committee chairwoman Susan Collins (R-Maine) said it was disheartening that Chertoff was "consistently behind the curve" during the response, according to a Los Angeles Times article. http://www.voicesofsept11.org/artman/publish/homeland_security/article_002555.php 
Early indications that the response was flawed led to the quick resignation of Michael Brown, the head of the Federal Emergency Management Association, a branch of DHS. Brown later claimed he became the Administration’s scapegoat, but the hard-hitting report seems to indicate there is plenty of blame still to go around. Lawmakers and journalists have openly speculated recently whether DHS secretary Michael Chertoff, appointed only a year ago and confirmed 98-0 by the Senate, can survive or will be forced out. "It's fair to say that Chertoff's vulnerable," said Republican Sen. Norm Coleman of Minnesota, as quoted in a Los Angeles Times article. "He came in with really high expectations. He was a star. Now his halo has been diminished." However, in an interview on The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer recently, Secretary Chertoff 
Secretary Chertoff continues to overhaul DHS and FEMA in an attempt to fix the institutional flaws that hampered the response to Katrina. This week he announced the creation of a federal unified disaster command of the sort the department requires of state and local agencies. By last July, Chertoff said, he had recognized that "preparedness efforts we had made were not sufficient," and the components of DHS needed to find better ways to coordinate their disaster response efforts and that there was "no common operating picture" among agencies, according to a Global Security Newswire article. "Our concept of operations needs to be seamlessly built so that it operates whether we are dealing with a terrorist attack or an act of nature," Chertoff said in a speech Monday.
