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Ready or Not? Have a Plan --   What does it mean to manage risk? How do we 'share responsibility' for flood and disaster risks, especially those associated with levee systems? Maria Wegner shares some thoughts regarding these questions with the Planning Community of Practice during our Thursday webinar.


Before I begin, I want to give you a little background on this presentation and in the process will confess five things:

I originally produced this presentation for the Levee Safety workshop as a long-ish tech talk related to risk management. I have modified it a little to fit the webinar format to fit the webinar audience.  However, while it was created with levees in mind, the ideas can apply to more than levees and floods.
I am going to discuss planning as a problem solving activity, not an activity that results in a Corps project.
That being said, nothing I am going to tell you is NOT policy compliant, at least that I am aware of.  There may be other constraints or challenges, however.
The ability to use the existing policies to accomplish risk management exists, even if it means requesting an exception to the NED plan, and I know of several senior leaders, not just in HQ but at the ASA(CW)’s office who are asking me – why? Why don’t people do this.  
What I propose here is not easy given time, money, and human capital constraints,  the complexity of managing risks across time and space (geography), and the need to shift from our comfort zone (the Corps project) in to a new(er) way of thinking about the problems.





How do you feel about planning?
I hate 
planning.

I don’t like 
planning

Meh. Neither
love, nor 
hate.

I like 
planning.

I was born to 
Plan! Let’s do 
this!
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How do you feel about planning? Use the check mark to indicate how you feel on the chart…

<PAUSE>

I love planning. Why? Because I love problem solving.  A month or two ago, I read an article about what makes some businesses successful over time while others stall or fail.  It was pointed out that frequently people, leaders and employees, fall in love with a solution, rather than the problem.  When that happens, when the focus is on a single solution – the one most comfortable– we lose sight of the problem. 

What does that mean for us as planners and planning team members in the Corps? We need to fall in love not only with the problem but with problem solving, or at least like it a little more than we have in the past.
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What does loving problem solving have to do with planning and risk management? Well,  planning is a problem solving activity; and risk management requires planning– focusing not on a single solution, but asking important questions along the way: 

Will the problems we see today persist in to the future? Will they get worse? Better? How CERTAIN (or not) are we about the problem? What do the numbers really mean?  What can be done to solve the identified problems?  How will we evaluate and compare the different options to make a decision?  

Each of us within the Corps approaches these questions differently, because we come from different perspectives and disciplines that have different underlying assumptions, theories, etc.  But if we can fall in love with the problem, levee risk, flood risk, not just the levee, we can consider a whole new world of solutions, things with which the Corps has struggled to consider in the past.  

In other words, how we see and propose to solve the problems might not be the same.

And so…we come together around the problem, in order to consider how to solve the problem. But let’s be honest, the “we” in this is much bigger than the Corps!
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The Corps isn’t the only one problem solving, planning, or spending money …

What matters to us might not be the same as our partners or those in the community, so … we must treat problem solving as a collaborative activity, not an organization.  Sure, we have people within USACE who specialize in leading this process, but we all bring a vital perspective to the problem solving, the planning. In planning in this way, we increase capacity and outcomes at the local level.  The challenges of collaboration and of shared governance are not new.  In 1986, researchers recognized this challenge and documented it in the book “Disaster Policy Implementation: Managing Programs under Shared Governance”


One of the things using risk requires of us as an agency is the ability to think about the problems from different perspectives, to consider the perspectives of those outside our organization, and provide information to support decision-making.   In other words, we have to stop and listen to perspectives other than our own, attempt to not just hear, but understand, the differing views, and then work with those who have influence and decision-making authority. When it comes to levee risk, in some (dare I say many) cases, we are not the decision-makers. However, we can use our expertise to influence and inform outcomes– to inform the PLANNING communities are doing around levees and flood risk.  This puts us in a different lane on the highway though, so we need to acknowledge that up front.

I’ll give some food for thought about how to go about planning…but in order to do that, I have to lay the foundation with an assumption and a mental model that will be useful to us.






Recovery

Mitigation
Prepare

Response

Disaster 
Management
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And that assumption is that risk management, in the context of levee safety and floods, is not all that different than disaster management.  The challenge here is that we all bring our own perspectives.  The great thing here is we all bring our own perspectives! So I challenge you to consider what I am about to say in that context.  Disaster management often times is represented by the four phases – preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation. 

In planning to meet levee safety objectives, we must move the discussion away from a RESPOND (or even RESPOND and RECOVER) mentality. We will always be in a response-oriented disaster management mindset, if we do not demonstrate the value of all phases of disaster management, but…

We must be careful NOT to put all of our eggs in the MITIGATE basket.  We must not think we can PREVENT bad things from happening; that we can CONTROL the water or the people; or if people only UNDERSTOOD the risk, they would make different choices;  if we Built “STUFF” houses, infrastructure, Bigger, Better, there will never be a flood or disaster! To do so, leaves the community, the people, vulnerable to the non-routine and changing events in an uncertain future. Let me say that again– if we emphasize mitigation at the expense of considering all four phases of disaster management, we leave communities vulnerable to non-routine events in an uncertain future. 

So, if we REALLY want to manage risk, we must REBALANCE disaster management when we plan-- we need to consider ALL of the actions, how we prepare, respond, recovery, and mitigate -- not how many sandbags do we have, not build a taller levee and move the people – RATHER, the challenge is to consider how do ALL of these pieces come together to manage risk over time, and we must work with other people, organizations to do so.  We can no longer say, “we built the levee, it’s someone else’s job to plan for the rest.” No! The levee changes the landscape and human behavior – so even when planning for Corps projects, we need to link actions and consider it as it’s own system/connection.  




Disaster 
Management
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And that assumption is that risk management, in the context of levee safety and floods, is not all that different than disaster management.  The challenge here is that we all bring our own perspectives.  The great thing here is we all bring our own perspectives! So I challenge you to consider what I am about to say in that context.  Disaster management often times is represented by the four phases – preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation. 

In planning to meet levee safety objectives, we must move the discussion away from a RESPOND (or even RESPOND and RECOVER) mentality. We will always be in a response-oriented disaster management mindset, if we do not demonstrate the value of all phases of disaster management, but…

We must be careful NOT to put all of our eggs in the MITIGATE basket.  We must not think we can PREVENT bad things from happening; that we can CONTROL the water or the people; or if people only UNDERSTOOD the risk, they would make different choices;  if we Built “STUFF” houses, infrastructure, Bigger, Better, there will never be a flood or disaster! To do so, leaves the community, the people, vulnerable to the non-routine and changing events in an uncertain future. Let me say that again– if we emphasize mitigation at the expense of considering all four phases of disaster management, we leave communities vulnerable to non-routine events in an uncertain future. 

So, if we REALLY want to manage risk, we must REBALANCE disaster management when we plan-- we need to consider ALL of the actions, how we prepare, respond, recovery, and mitigate -- not how many sandbags do we have, not build a taller levee and move the people – RATHER, the challenge is to consider how do ALL of these pieces come together to manage risk over time, and we must work with other people, organizations to do so.  We can no longer say, “we built the levee, it’s someone else’s job to plan for the rest.” No! The levee changes the landscape and human behavior – so even when planning for Corps projects, we need to link actions and consider it as it’s own system/connection.  




Disaster 
Management

7

7

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And that assumption is that risk management, in the context of levee safety and floods, is not all that different than disaster management.  The challenge here is that we all bring our own perspectives.  The great thing here is we all bring our own perspectives! So I challenge you to consider what I am about to say in that context.  Disaster management often times is represented by the four phases – preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation. 

In planning to meet levee safety objectives, we must move the discussion away from a RESPOND (or even RESPOND and RECOVER) mentality. We will always be in a response-oriented disaster management mindset, if we do not demonstrate the value of all phases of disaster management, but…

We must be careful NOT to put all of our eggs in the MITIGATE basket.  We must not think we can PREVENT bad things from happening; that we can CONTROL the water or the people; or if people only UNDERSTOOD the risk, they would make different choices;  if we Built “STUFF” houses, infrastructure, Bigger, Better, there will never be a flood or disaster! To do so, leaves the community, the people, vulnerable to the non-routine and changing events in an uncertain future. Let me say that again– if we emphasize mitigation at the expense of considering all four phases of disaster management, we leave communities vulnerable to non-routine events in an uncertain future. 

So, if we REALLY want to manage risk, we must REBALANCE disaster management when we plan-- we need to consider ALL of the actions, how we prepare, respond, recovery, and mitigate -- not how many sandbags do we have, not build a taller levee and move the people – RATHER, the challenge is to consider how do ALL of these pieces come together to manage risk over time, and we must work with other people, organizations to do so.  We can no longer say, “we built the levee, it’s someone else’s job to plan for the rest.” No! The levee changes the landscape and human behavior – so even when planning for Corps projects, we need to link actions and consider it as it’s own system/connection.  
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The mental model of the four phases represent TIME! Often we assess risk at a point in time, but we need to consider how those risks change over time…

That is NOT to say that the planning or the solutions are easy, or fast, or cheap.  We will need to make a case to our leaders for WHY this style of planning better serves the needs of the nation and why it improves levee safety across the country.  

So when we add in the time component, what happens?
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Even more UNCERTAINTY!  

Sure, we can calculate probabilities and consequences, but just because we can calculate the numbers in attempts to estimate risks, deep uncertainty remains!  We do not know WHEN an event will happen, for example.  We are doing the best we can with the information we have when estimating risks. 

The question when planning becomes– how do we deal with the uncertainty? How do we plan for an uncertain future?  Can we wait and gather more information? Do we have the time and money to reduce the uncertainty? Is what we have “good enough?” Can we do other things to mange the risk until the uncertainty is reduced?  Do we have an interim plan while working to develop a broader, more comprehensive plan?  When do the actions occur? Do we acquire properties before or after the flood?  These are all questions we ask as we consider uncertainty, questions that persist in to identifying solutions. 

Managing uncertainty, and then comparing an array of alternatives with varying degrees of uncertainty, in a risk context can be hard.  You have different plans with actions occurring at different times and each plan has different levels of uncertainty … and then we are trying to say – that one, that plan is better than the others.  What happens when our future with and without project estimates are wrong?!?

And this is the special challenge coming in the Levee EC – HOW do we PLAN for disaster management?   And then, not only how do we do it within USACE, but how do we facilitate or participate ACROSS levels of government, across programs?!!?  Suddenly our simple task of problem solving seems…
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…mindboggling!  like we are on a different roads.  BUT there is hope!  We can use the strategies, the breakdowns we know to identify solutions…



A SIMPLE EXAMPLE
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Coffee example

You might say, what does COFFEE have to do with anything?

Well, we can take the same approach to addressing risk! 



PREPARE
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MITIGATE
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http://carpet.vidalondon.net/clean-coffee-spill-car-carpet/
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http://www.wikihow.com/Remove-Liquid-Spills-from-Fabric-Vehicle-Upholstery
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Photo: https://butlerautogroup.wordpress.com/2013/04/09/whoops-we-spilled/
http://www.jscleaning.ca/portals/0/web%20pics/imagesCAE5119R.jpg

Ok, so maybe a new car is excessive, but perhaps you place an air freshener in the car to rid it of the odor or have your car detailed to ensure you’ve gotten all the coffee from the nooks and crannies of the car.
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Ok, so maybe a new car is excessive, but perhaps you place an air freshener in the car to rid it of the odor or have your car detailed to ensure you’ve gotten all the coffee from the nooks and crannies of the car.



Prepare

Response

Recovery

Mitigation

CONSEQUENCE
(How much harm?)

VULNERABILITY
(How susceptible to harm?)

EXPOSURE
(Who and What can be harmed?)

PERFORMANCE
(How will the system react?)

HAZARD
(What can cause harm?)
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Flood Risk Example: What
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 Prepare
 Go Kit

 Evacuation Plan

 Exercises

 Respond
 Evacuate

 Help neighbors, first response

 Mitigate
 Flood proof houses, businesses

 Remove structures from floodplain

 Zoning

 Recover
 Use insurance

CONSEQUENCE
(How much harm?)

VULNERABILITY
(How susceptible to harm?)

EXPOSURE
(Who and What can be harmed?)

PERFORMANCE
(How will the system react?)

HAZARD
(What can cause harm?)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Add examples of each around consequences – 

We are familiar with the flood risk break down on the right…and during the course of our thinking about what to do, we can consider the breakdown across time.  I am fairly certain most of you in the room can and do think this way about a levee– at least the hazard and performance portion.  For example, the levee is there, it’s inspected has an operations manual, we consider how would we flood fight? Are there materials? We (or the sponsor) practices putting closure structures in place (some even have town events around it). We have PL 84-99 to help recover.  

We can apply that same thinking to the people and property behind the levee.  We prepare by communicating the risk and what people should do (go kits, personal evacuation plans, community plans, have insurance, etc) in the event of a flood.  We rescue people during flooding, use insurance to aid in recovery… have land use plans and zoning…after the next flood event, acquire the highest risk properties…
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State

County

Local

Individual 
or  

Business
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And then those doing the problem solving can ask, Are there solutions we missed?  WHO would implement each of those actions? Are they at the table? Are they involved in the planning? Are we sharing that extra hot, extra shot, coffee with us?!!?   

Even some of our standard actions require someone to do something once the flood occurs-- The sign on your right, for example, is the result of the Big Thomspon Flood 40 years ago in Colorado– afterwards, the government posted signs such as this– climb to safety– in areas subject to flash flash flooding – and an individual would need to take action once the flood was detected.

Drs. Perry and Lindell once wrote (paraphrasing) that the process of planning itself is as valuable as the written plan.  This is because it builds capacity at the local level to manage their risks.



Flood Risk Example: Who

 Flood proof houses, 
businesses
 Individual, local, county, 

state, federal

 Remove structures from 
floodplain
 Individual, local, county, 

state, federal

 Zoning
 Local/county

 Use insurance
 Individual/business
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 Go Kit 
 Individual, Business

 Evacuation Plan
 Individual, local/county/state 

 Exercises
 Local, county, state, federal

 Evacuate
 Individual, local/county/state

 Help neighbors, first response
 Individual, local, county, 

state, federal
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And so, as we move forward, I encourage each of you to take the time to learn more about planning, how each discipline’s information comes together to inform decisions, and how each level of government contributes differently to those solutions. And learn to explain it simply– practice on your spouse, kids, neighbor.  Don’t dismiss their reactions, use the feedback to strengthen your skills, your thinking about how to solve the problems.

Fall in love with problem solving, not our solutions.

 Enjoy learning about organizational decision-making and its theories, branch out in to reading in the social sciences!  View the problem from a different angle, and consider solutions that might not be your first thought. Sometimes the simple answer is the answer, but often times the complex curvy road produces better results.

And so I remind you–We do NOT have to do it all. There are challenges we face, but if we can shift our perspective, bring our expertise, and utilize a structured decision-making process (i.e. plan), I believe we can move our country forward in managing risks around levees.



Questions?
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Are we there yet? We as an agency as a country? No.  But we can take the first steps! Am I optimistic? YES! Hopelessly so? Probably. 
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