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“Investing in and Building a National Capability – A State and Local Perspective”

Chairman Cox, Ranking Member Thompson and Distinguished Committee Members:

I sincerely appreciate the opportunity to testify before you today and personally thank you on behalf of the citizens of Mississippi.  In providing for you a state perspective, I hope I am able to aid you in your efforts to better prepare our nation, make our communities safer and provide our citizens with the security that they expect and deserve.  The homeland security effort has required unprecedented cooperation between disciplines and jurisdictions and the building of coalitions and partnerships at every level of government.  The result has been the recognition of the vast capabilities we have when we work together, resulting in shared responsibilities and resources.  This team building, like never before, has opened the doors of opportunity to help us achieve our goals.

Today, our firefighters, law enforcement officers, emergency medical personnel and emergency management personnel now recognize that there is NO such thing as a “routine call”.  Each and every day they put their lives on the line to make our communities safer.  The sacrifice they make became evident on September 11, 2001 when thousands of innocent civilians lost their lives and hundreds of first responders paid the ultimate sacrifice for their fellow man – just doing their job.

Since that horrendous act, thanks to the efforts of Congress, states and communities have received millions of dollars to ensure that they have the resources necessary to meet this new threat.  On that note, I would like to provide you with some issues that states and local governments are dealing with to build this capability we all seek to attain.

First, the reorganization of the federal government and creation of the Department of Homeland Security, under the leadership of a Cabinet Secretary, enabled the federal government to consolidate many agencies.  This alone has served to minimize and, in some cases, eliminate the “turf battles” that have existed at the federal level.  While there are challenges at the state and local level, we are committed to building relationships that are multi-disciplined and multi-jurisdictional.  

In Mississippi, working under a Governor’s Executive Order to standardize 

incident management, we are bringing down barriers that have existed for decades.

Second, the outcome of our efforts will depend upon the state’s ability to build comprehensive and integrated plans at the state and local level.  These plans must be based on vulnerabilities, matched with maximizing capabilities, and exercised and tested to determine shortfalls.  Plans should address local, regional and state capabilities, utilizing and maximizing mutual aid built on a tiered response plan recognizing that not every community needs a Level A Hazmat capability, but EVERY community needs some basic response capability.  In Mississippi, we have taken that approach and are building this tiered response plan that increases in capability at every level.  Funds from the Department of Homeland Security are enabling us to build and enhance this capability.  As a result, 81 of our 82 counties and 178 of our 312 municipalities are members of a Statewide Mutual Aid Compact.  Development of this comprehensive strategy supports the national strategy for homeland security and can only be achieved through continued state responsibility for management of this program to ensure plan uniformity and integration.

Third, just as we are building a team approach to preparedness, our ability to share intelligence information must be based on team building and mutual respect and trust between the various emergency responders and law enforcement entities.  Every member of the law enforcement community from the federal, state and local level must have the ability to share real-time information and receive critical threat information as it relates to their jurisdiction.  Fusing this information at the appropriate level, analyzing the information, and providing an assessment to state and local law enforcement is critical to our success in this effort.  Availability of the most current technology to every level of law enforcement is vital to the timely sharing of this information.  However, in this process we must not forget what could be the most important element of this process—the average citizen.  Recognition and reporting of unusual activities in our neighborhoods and communities may very well be the one factor that prevents future attacks.  Public education and awareness to their role is a major component of our efforts to secure our homeland, beginning in every neighborhood.

Last but not least, we must ensure that we can sustain this planning and capability for the long term.    Development of this capability is largely dependent upon our ability to build relationships.  It’s happening every day in the communities and states across this nation.  As states we recognize our role and responsibility and are moving rapidly to ensure we take the steps necessary to develop and sustain this capability.  As a nation, we can only be secure when every community in every county in every state is secure.  While we recognize that we must prioritize securing our critical infrastructure and developing a comprehensive response strategy to include local, regional and state capability, we must not forget that every community in our nation must be a part of this effort.  I urge you to continue to provide the resources to the states as we work with all of our communities to ensure the security of our homeland.

Next, I would like to focus on the specific issues that adversely affect the state and local ability to development and sustain a comprehensive homeland security strategy.  

First I think it is important to recognize that “one size does not fit all”.  States should be allowed the flexibility, within DHS guidelines, to utilize the funds to meet those needs.  Such things as:

· Allow the State Administrative Agency (SAA) to sub-allocate funds based on guidelines without requiring step by step involvement of Office for Domestic Preparedness (ODP), i.e. equipment requests.  Under the current process, states are required to submit to ODP a sub-allocation plan.  Once the state receives ODP approval jurisdictions are then required to submit an equipment list and submit to the state for approval.   Once the state completes the review process, each jurisdiction’s list is submitted to ODP for approval.  Once the state has received approval for the equipment list, the jurisdiction is notified and then signs a sub-grant application and returns it to the state.  Once this has been done the jurisdiction is allowed to purchase the equipment. This burdensome process results in an increased work load for ODP, the state and local governments and an unnecessary delay in our first responders receiving the equipment they need to do the job we ask them to do.  

· Allow SAA to approve local changes to equipment requests.  The evolvement of technology, changing vulnerability assessments and improved capabilities justify the need for this flexibility and supports our cities and counties in this fluid environment.

· Minimize paperwork or on-line requirements for the SAA.  Once the application is approved, showing the 80 percent pass-through or grant distribution plan and/or formula, the federal government should, accept, approve and fund the application– don’t keep asking for more information!  In Mississippi, we not only have met the pass through deadlines, we exceeded the amount that was required to be passed through.  

Second, coordinate all Homeland Security Grant Programs throughout the federal government to allow a coordinated implementation by the States, counties and cities.  One example, the Bioterrorism Grants provided from the Department of Health and Human Services to states and Fire Grants to local fire departments need to be concurred with by the States to ensure that all initiatives are supportive and not repetitive   There is only one strategy and all initiatives should support this statewide strategy.  Yet, the all-hazards approach must be maintained along with traditional all-hazards capacity building programs.

Third, continue providing planning funds that will enable the states to enhance existing, comprehensive, all-hazards emergency management plans.  Up to this point, planning funds have been dedicated to updating vulnerability and capability assessments, the state homeland security strategy, and response plans to the new threat environment.  Continuation of planning funds will allow states to take the planning to the next level – the local level.

Fourth, track support of first, second and other emergency responders by comparing improvements in capability as evidenced in annual reports already requiring by ODP.  Don’t require additional reports.  This places an enormous burden on state and local governments already operating with limited resources.

Fifth, remember that development of a capability is only the beginning – sustainment of that capability will be the challenge.   States need to have assurances of the federal will to fund these initiatives for the long term.  With limited shelf-life of equipment, improvements in technology and training upgrades states will need consistent and predictable funding. 

In closing, I would like to address some issues that I think warrant comment as together we find ways to make the homeland security programs user-friendly and effective.

Refine the Threat Alert level system by targeting the warnings to a specific infrastructure sector or region of the country.  Changing the system at this point will only further confuse the public.  Enhance current warning systems that are proven such as NAWAS and EAS to provide timely warning and protective measures to state, local governments and the general public.

Preserve pre-9/11 Grant Programs such as the Emergency Management Performance Grant (EMPG).  These grants provide the funds necessary to sustain valuable programs that have taken years to develop and have proven invaluable time and time again.   Grants such as EMPG provide the cornerstone for our state and local all-hazards capability.  Currently state and local emergency managers are playing a vital role in homeland security.  Loss of this grant will undermine an all-hazards approach to preparedness, response, recovery and mitigation.  Our communities will continue to be ravaged by floods, tornadoes, hurricanes and earthquakes. Mississippi currently has 10 open disasters for which we are managing recovery programs.  Homeland Security is just another threat that has consequences that must plan for and be prepared to manage.  Emergency Management is the only – non-discipline specific, non-jurisdictional specific element that can pull the various programs together.  Homeland Security should not come at the expense of these other programs.  We should build on what is already in place.

Each and every day our communities become more secure and our first responders better prepared.   Achieving our goal to make our homeland secure will take time.  This is a team effort.  States are committed to being a team player. Give us the resources we need to meet the challenge.  Don’t tie our hands.  Give us the flexibility.  Hold us accountable, but help us do our job better.

I appreciate this opportunity and will be glad to answer any questions you may have.
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