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Good Morning.  Chairman LaTourette, Ranking member Norton, distinguished members of the panel, my name is Brian Usher and I am the public works director for Zion, Illinois, a city of approximately 22,000 people.  I am also Chairman of the American Public Works Associations’ Committee on Emergency Management, and Chair of their Homeland Security Task Force.  I am here today on behalf of the 27,000 public works officials of the American Public Works Association (APWA), an organization of professionals dedicated to providing public works infrastructure and life line services to millions of people in small and large, rural and urban communities.   

Thank you for the opportunity to speak today on the role of public works in the pre-disaster mitigation funding program.  I know that every public works official in the country appreciates the attention this Committee has paid to pre-mitigation disaster funding and is grateful for your work to ensure that communities have the funds and resources they need to respond adequately to natural and man-made disasters.

Let me take a moment to describe who public works officials are and what we do, and then I will answer with more detail your question of what role APWA members play in executing the pre-disaster mitigation program and clarify our role in the mitigation cycle.  

APWA’s membership includes public works directors, city engineers, directors and senior managers, city managers, mayors and council members, transit authorities, water and waste water treatment professionals among many others.  Public works officials manage the very essence of our nation’s cities:  we plan the city’s infrastructure; we manage, maintain and secure the public buildings, the vehicles and equipment, the cemeteries, the sewer systems, the water and wastewater systems; we maintain public grounds, turnpikes, highways and port authorities; we ensure that traffic congestion is minimized and that all roads and bridges are safe  and are maintained in workable condition.  Public works officials are first responders:  we work alongside police, fire, and emergency services to ensure that the water is flowing through the fire hoses; that the traffic lights are on and the traffic is moving; that the barricades are up and the public is safe.  And we are the last ones to leave the scene as we manage the lengthy clean-up and restoration of any disaster site.

We run the gamut of city services with one overriding commonality:  we are the nuts and bolts of local government.  We are the pulse of local towns and cities.  Public works professionals daily see to the maintenance, planning, and operation of our communities’ critical infrastructures-- roads, bridges, and water systems—and are on the front lines in case of emergency, disaster or terrorist strike.  Our priority is public safety on a day-to-day, month-to-month basis.  

So with that brief overview in mind, I think it is quite clear that when disaster strikes public works officials play the most central role in the mitigation cycle.  We are the folks to whom everyone turns to find out how and what to mitigate, how much it will cost, what and how long it will take, and what went wrong in the first place.  We perform the vulnerability assessments and make the recommendations to mitigate future catastrophe.

Public works officials know best before and after a disaster what it will take to rebuild the infrastructure:  to get the roads and water mains in working order, to get the power back up, to rebuild or reinforce public buildings damaged by disaster, to identify equipment needs, to assist other first responders in dealing with the immediate threats of a disaster.  In the end, however, law enforcement does not rebuild:  public works officials do.  Fire and emergency services personnel do not rebuild:  public works officials do.  We know the infrastructure needs of our cities because we are the ones who design it, build it, maintain it, and rebuild it.

So, simply, our role in mitigation is to pick up the pieces and let everyone know how to fit them together again—with an eye on making sure things don’t fall to pieces ever again.   It’s a tall order, but with the help of Committees such as yours, and Federal tools like the pre-disaster mitigation funding program and the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program, among others, we have had many successes.  We are proud to say we have saved people’s lives, their homes, their livelihoods, their property, their heartache, and their tax dollars.  

I’d like to take a few minutes to explain how the various tools I’ve mentioned work in concert to provide the best, and most comprehensive response to mitigation and disaster management.  I am fortunate because I can use the example of one of our very own members, Mr. Larry Nadeau, former public works director for the city of Saco, Maine.  His work illustrates clearly the critical role public works plays in bringing together all of the players in a community—the fire, police, EMS, and the public—to mitigate and minimize disasters.

Saco, Maine, a town of just under 20,000 nestled along the Atlantic coastline has the Sawyer brook running straight through the middle of it.  The scenic brook was a boom to tourism but a complete bust for downtown Saco.  Whenever four or more inches of rain fell, the brook severely flooded the downtown business district.   The inlets would clog with debris and soon shoppers in the local grocery would have to wear thigh-high waterproof boots to buy their milk and bread.

Mr. Nadeau, a fourteen year veteran as public works director, was used to the flooding.  But he never liked it.  It took time away from other important functions of the public works department and damaged the community’s business district and residences.  To combat the constant damage, he organized and applied for pre-disaster mitigation funding—and received $250,000.  The town also provided a matching contribution.

This small sum of money, however, was not nearly enough to complete Saco’s entire mitigation project.  The public works director developed a long-term, comprehensive plan—which he organized in phases, and for which he also applied for post-disaster mitigation funding.  Through a combination of both pre- and post- disaster mitigation funding, the public works director was able to see a comprehensive mitigation project from start to finish.  A project that could not have been achieved without both funding streams.  The Sawyer brook now flows around Saco, Maine’s business district and the businesses and residents of Saco no longer have to close down the town whenever it rains.

This mitigation success story makes several important points:  it shows the critical role of BOTH pre- and post-disaster mitigation programs, it illustrates the importance of an all hazards mitigation plan, and it shows the pivotal role of the public works director.  Let me touch on these points for a moment.

Pr- and Post-mitigation

It was a combination of funds that allowed Saco, Maine’s project to be successful.  But the bulk of the mitigation money came from the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program, which we deem one of the most successful mitigation programs in recent history.  We believe it is so successful because there is no time other than AFTER a disaster strikes when the political will is stronger.  Take 9-11 for example.  After the destruction of the Twin Towers, there was virtually nothing that was denied to ensure that such horror would not be repeated.  We moved decisively as a nation on all fronts, domestically and internationally.  But now, the political commitment is waning.  People are beginning to get back to their day–to-day lives, and although no one will ever forget, it is human nature to be distracted by the realities of our daily lives.  So it is for the victims in communities where, after the disaster leaves the headlines and the resolve to mitigate the disaster gives way to other funding priorities, that we stress the importance of HMGP.  We cannot allow that resolve to melt away without action.  We must continue to fund HMGP while the lessons learned from disaster can be immediately incorporated and implemented into mitigation projects.  We owe this to all of those struck by disaster time and time again.

The “all hazards approach”

An all hazards approach forces a city to develop a plan that would prepare for a host of hazards and to consider community wide needs.  Our public works director did not look solely at what public works needed, he developed, in cooperation with the local fire, police and EMS, one of the premier emergency management departments in the nation—and was so recognized by FEMA and Maine’s state emergency management director.  Because he developed the city’s response with an all hazards approach, he had already identified the short and long-term risk reduction activities necessary to alleviate their ongoing flooding problems.  Additionally, he identified and built the key relationships between different departments necessary to respond efficiently to the hazard.

Also, because the all hazards approach encourages a comprehensive plan for the city, public works officials routinely mitigated the flooding as much as they could in the short term---maintaining the draining systems, walking the brook to remove large debris, checking the inlets, preparing and maintaining a stock of sand bags---while they waited for enough funding to complete their entire mitigation project.

Public works officials have a very broad and comprehensive view of disaster management.  APWA members are critical leaders in every stage of the mitigation cycle.  With that in mind, APWA submits the following four recommendations for the Committee’s consideration:

1. Maintain a balance of pre- and post-mitigation funding.

We understand that the Administration has zeroed out funding for post-disaster mitigation funding or the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) in favor of the pre-disaster mitigation program.  APWA members believe that mitigation is critical both before and immediately after a disaster and believe it would be a mistake to eliminate, or reduce the amount of HMGP funding.  HMGP should be restored and maintained at 15 percent.  Both programs must be fully funded.    We believe our example clearly indicates why both funding streams are so important.

2. Recognize public works officials as primary emergency responders.

APWA appreciates the opportunity to testify today and clarify the critical role of our members in disaster relief.  Our members are often the unsung heroes, the first to organize an emergency response and the last to clean-up and begin to recover and rebuild.  We thank the Committee for its recognition of our role and offer to work closely with you as you craft programs to provide the nation with the best, most effective disaster response in the world.  

3. Encourage, through legislation and any other means, pre-disaster mitigation plans.

Our members have learned through decades of experience with all types of disasters that the most successful recovery efforts involve detailed pre-disaster mitigation plans.  Such a plan is the first critical step for a city’s long-term fortitude against natural and man made disasters.  The pre-disaster mitigation program has taken considerable steps to provide technical assistance for communities to identify vulnerabilities, assess risks and develop and prioritize mitigation projects.  This must continue.  APWA also strongly encourages the committee to adopt an “all hazards approach” when developing the guidelines for such plans.  An all hazards approach forces a community to consider all likely hazards and avoids a great deal of chaos and confusion when the “inconceivable” happens.  

An all hazards approach would utilize scarce Federal dollars more appropriately and more efficiently.  In such an approach, a risk/vulnerability assessment is a cornerstone to a successful plan.  After the assessment’s completion, a community is well-equipped to prioritize mitigation and other efforts.  It also makes developing the mitigation plan easier.  

4. Blend homeland security funds more smoothly with existing needs.

Millions of dollars are being thrown at hazard assessment based only on a terrorist threat.  And, although we support such assessments in defense of our nation, our members are finding that they are spending inordinate amounts of time performing separate hazard assessments for water, sanitary sewer, public buildings and the like, when an “all hazards” approach would cover them all and serve the community more comprehensively.  Adopting the all hazards approach would allow communities that are currently being told to perform individual risk assessments to use their resources more efficiently to prepare not only for a possible terrorist attack but for the more likely natural disaster.    

APWA members support a requirement that local jurisdictions of government establish and maintain pre-disaster mitigation plans and that the Federal government develop a grant program to fund such plans with and through the states.
On behalf of APWA, I thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today.  I look forward to any questions you may have.

