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Alaska also had large areas underlain with Bootleggers Cove Clay. When satur-
ated, it reacted to the motions of the earthquake very much like a layer of grease above
which the overburden slid toward the ocean carrying homes and community water-
front facilities with it. Deep soil drilling equipment had to be slowly barged up the
Pacific Ocean to carry out the massive tests required to determine where it was safe to
build, a step that was difficult for Alaskans to watch as they impatiently waited for
design and reconstruction to begin. Several towns now faced the difficult decision as
to whether to relocate their entire community with the promise of federal assistance,
or to remain where they were in seriously damaged conditions and more vulnerable to
future earthquakes, without federal assistance for rebuilding.

In the midst of the sobering damage assessments that continued to flow in, it was
very discouraging to learn that the Alaskan engineers did not believe that a sufficient
amount of relocation, design, and construction of public facilities, especially that of
harbors and water and sewerage systems, could be completed by the end of the short
Alaskan construction season to avoid movement of roughly one-third of the Alaskan
people to the lower 48 before winter.

Emergency Response

Despite the fact that there had been no warning, the initial emergency work of
providing water, food, medicine, and shelter moved forward with remarkable speed.
The Office of Emergency Planning (OEP) and other public agencies, private
companies, and citizens went into action within the first several hours without
waiting to be asked or worrying about who was supposed to do what under some
central plan. The Red Cross and Salvation Army were among the excellent per-
formers. One advantage was the fact that Alaska had a large military presence, and it
performed extremely well.

But within hours, it became clear that the existing organizations of the federal,
state, and local governments could not begin to cope with the complexity and magni-
tude of the physical and economic recovery Alaska faced. The state was in chaos, and the
economy ruined. New organizations and operating approaches would have to be
developed and employed very quickly if Alaska was to survive as a viable state.

Disaster Recovery

Federal Commission

Five days after the earthquake, President Johnson departed in dramatic fashion from
the customary federal government approach to disaster recoveries by issuing Executive
Order 11150 in which he appointed most of his cabinet as members of a temporary
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our ability to meet the already difficult schedules, and some projects required
legislation before we could proceed. The £ommission also departed from past
policies when it decided that federal assistance should not be provided to home
and business owners to rebuild in areas that scientific evidence showed to be of high
risk in the event of a future major earthquake. Not surprisingly, this policy generated
considerable controversy.

Within two months of the earthquake the £ommission had approved a series of
policies including tax rebates, increase in the federal share of federal-aid public
facilities, debt adjustments, purchase of state bonds to help finance urban renewal
projects, disaster loans, mortgage forbearance and refinancing, and cash payments.
Those policies requiring legislation were incorporated in an omnibus bill forwarded
to Congress on May 27. Temporarily blocked by the bitter 1964 Civil Rights debate
and the 57 day Senate filibuster, we were fortunate in having Senator Anderson as
our chair because of his ability to break through the filibuster and secure passage.

Recovery Operations

It was obvious that we had to develop new management approaches if we were to
avoid thousands of families abandoning Alaska as freezing weather approached and
the economy collapsed. Approaches customarily followed by less catastrophic disas-
ter recoveries would not suffice. There were several strategies developed in Alaska
that were especially critical to our prospects for success:

Streamlined Operations

Customary recovery approaches were believed to be too complex and slow moving
for a successful recovery. There would be too much paperwork, too many
clearances—often in sequence, and insufficient flexibility for innovation. There
would be too many levels between the operating people in the field and the
president to permit quick decisions and expedited actions. Rather than adding to
the complexity of government through adding disaster procedures such as the
National Response Plan, the Alaskan approach was to streamline, and at times
suspend, existing processes. Simplification was the key.

The president and key congressional leaders permitted the recovery staff to
suspend existing procedures that jeopardized those schedules needed to complete
construction of critical public facilities before the construction season ended in the
fall. This unprecedented degree of flexibility was used sparingly, but in some cases
made all the difference in meeting important deadlines.

Similarly, instead of a large organization such as DHS that is separate from
existing structures to lead recovery operations, in Alaska a tiny, yet very powerful,
staff worked out of the White House to mobilize resources within the whole federal
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government to move the recovery forward. Because the leadership for this staff was a
temporary cabinet level commission comprised of the participating departments, the
DOD and the other departments were more willing to make their resources available
quickly than the customary arrangement in which a department is asked to respond
to a peer organization.

When the plans were in place and the most critical construction completed (in
this case about six months), this temporary recovery machinery disappeared. Staff
details ended, and they returned to serve full-time in their agency positions that they
had never had to relinquish.

Unlike Katrina, the federal agency dealing with the Alaskan emergency needs of
food, water, medicine, rescue, and shelter, the OEP, was autonomous and free to
make decisions and take actions on its own.* In Alaska, the executive director had
access to the president, a powerful senator, and the cabinet, giving him enormous
strength in bringing the government together as a quick action team. At the same
time, the operational coordinating personnel in the field reported directly to him as
well as their agency leaders.

Expedited Schedules

The urgency of the initial emergency operations after a natural disaster or terrorist
attack is obvious. Less apparent in most cases is the need for moving quickly with
the recovery or rebuilding phase, yet it is of vital importance from the standpoint of
human suffering as well as minimizing the heavy costs that result from slow
recoveries. In Alaska, however, the short construction season meant that the recov-
ery would fail unless it moved at a speed never seen in peacetime.

The simple organization and process streamlining mentioned above were critical
to this departure from business as usual. In addition to these administrative actions,
we tried to change some of the customary approaches to construction design and
construction itself.

On my first day in Alaska, I found our construction people following a perfectly
logical approach of reviewing past construction schedules and looking at where these
timetables could be tightened. Unfortunately, on some of the most critical public
utility projects, especially water and sewerage systems, these tightened schedules
would not provide for the necessary relocation, design, and rebuilding before the
construction season ended. This would require many communities to abandon the
state, and we would have failed.

Improvising in the course of this discussion, I asked them to begin by setting a
completion date before the construction season ended, and then work back to the

* In addition to the fact that the OEP retained its full authority after the federal commission was &7
established, the existence of the ommission lent weight to the work of OEP and strengthened
its ability to take action.
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