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For the first in our series of Webinar 
Conversations we welcomed Professor 
Donald Kettl. Donald F. Kettl is the Sid 
Richardson Professor at the Lyndon B. 
Johnson School of Public Affairs, at the 
University of Texas at Austin. He is also a 
nonresident senior fellow at the Volcker 
Alliance and the Brookings Institution. He 
has three life-time achievement awards and 

has authored many books, three of which have won awards.  

(Full biography at the end of report).  

Donald began by stating that all resilience is local – there is a starting point for 
every action which can spread. But we need to remember, each community is 
affected in different ways.  

Policy Tsunamis 

Donald introduced us to the concept of policy tsunamis that we are currently 
seeing in the USA, here in the UK and worldwide impacts and the subsequent 
issues with community resilience in relation to policy tsunamis. The Black 
Lives Matter movement and COVID19 pandemic are happening 
simultaneously across the globe – we are facing an unprecedented challenge 
of how to deal with these issues simultaneously.  

Donald provided us with the background to the current situation in the USA 
and the immediate concerns of the impacts of the 4th July weekend, where it 
is traditional for large crowds to gather to celebrate and commemorate 
America’s Independence Day. This is a huge worry for planners in the USA 
who are seeing these events becoming super spreader situations. Even 
before the events of the weekend, the curve in the USA is currently going in 
the wrong direction; infection and death rates are dramatically on the rise.  

“One police officer’s actions in Minneapolis leads to tragedy… and a 
wrenching global debate follows” 

 

We want to understand what resilience means – it is understanding the way in 
which all these things are interrelated. We have one police officer’s actions 
here in Minneapolis that not only has effects nationally here in the USA, but 
has sparked a global debate around the world – all happening while we are 
dealing with the challenge of understanding the interactions with COVID19. 

 

 



Hurricane Katrina 

We can see some similarities with the current situation and the response 
following Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and how police and emergency 
responders are always tied together.  

Residents who were on one side of Gretna bridge were hemmed in by police 
– trapped on the bridge between a wall of police on one side and a rapidly 
approaching storm on the other. Police and emergency response are always 
tied together. The interactions are constant. A year later there were 
demonstrations from survivors on the same bridge calling for justice. 

We are currently seeing multiple interactions happening between the 
government response, Black Lives Matter movement and race dependent 
infections statistics, all during a worldwide pandemic.  

The problem of the pandemic is made more complicated – but this complexity 
also enables better community resilience and response.  

Core Truths 

• All issues are local, because they begin with a local problem 

• All local problems require effective local action 

• Local action depends on trust 

• Trust depends on the interaction of citizens and government 

• All local problems and responses are connected 

• All steps forward require building local trust 

• Local trust often requires national support and strategy 

 

Admiral Thad Allen  

We then saw a short clip of a discussion with Thad Allen who led the 
American response following Hurricane Katrina. During their discussion 
Donald posed the question of what are the similarities between the response 
to Hurricane Katrina and COVID19 and what can we learn particularly in 
terms of implications with leadership. 

Thad begins by highlighting that every major crisis becomes an exercise in 
applied civics, social contracts and expectations within all levels of the 
government. But underpinning everything is transparency – remove 
ambiguity, create clarity and be open and honest about what the problem is 
and how to deal with it – this is the only way to build credibility. The only way 



to build a successful collaborative response is to build a cause for action that 
everyone can believe in.  

In the early stages of the response to Hurricane Katrina Thad quickly realised 
that they were not just dealing with the aftermath of a hurricane, they were 
dealing with a loss of command and control capabilities and loss of continuity 
of the government.  

In comparison, the level of complexity seen with COVID19 is off the scale – 
existing local frameworks don’t apply anymore. The complexity itself becomes 
a risk factor and a hazard. This began locally but now all 50 states are 
affected (with worldwide impacts). 

Command authority – we need to distinguish between unity of command 
and unity of effort. In the department of defence there is a legal chain of 
command from a private through to the president – this is described as the 
code of military justice and can be enforced. Once we move outside of military 
operations or outside of a particular line of authority the best we can achieve 
is unity of effort – the question then becomes, how do you put a structure in 
place to allow you to agree horizontally and vertically across government and 
the private sector to coproduce the outcomes required to address the 
problem? The ability to be able to do that is the key to solving the problem.  

The key pieces to best produce the unity of effort are:  

• Transparency of information and facts  

• Ability to draw a consensus for what the mission is and the outcomes 
you are trying to achieve (without involvement of politics) 

• Building of trust 

To create the unity of effort you need a professional subject matter expert - 
not a politician doing daily briefings and communications to align trust. Do not 
involve politics.  

The Big Lessons 

Donald then moved on to explain the big lessons for resilience: 

• Definition is essential – Getting the right solution is hard if you’re 
looking at the wrong problem – or can’t agree on the problem you are 
trying to solve 

• Transparency is the core of communication – It brings clarity to the 
response and builds trust with citizens 

• Leadership is collaboration – Unity of effort brings co-production of 
outcomes 



• Mission is the driver – Success comes with reconciling opportunity with 
competency 

• Trust is the foundation – Social contract comes to life in the response 
to problems  

The fundamental problem in the USA at the moment is there is not a shared 
definition of what the problem is – there is not a shared sense of whether they 
are trying to do all they can to close down the economy to stop the spread OR 
open the economy back up. Is the problem an economic one or a public 
health one? The balance between this and lack of consensus is currently 
crippling the USA. 

 

Donald then talked us through Dickerson’s Hierarchy of Reliability where 
we begin at the bottom with monitoring and work our way up to product and 
policy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This demonstrates how effective local response and resilience at the local 
level builds to inform national policy.  

Knowing what and who to believe 

Donald shared some statistics of the current perceptions in the USA, including 
who people believed and turned to for their information and who they trusted. 
Interestingly there is a huge disparity between supporters of opposing political 
parties (democrats and republicans) and where they get their facts from. This 
highlights the problem of how to gain consensus over the definition and 
agreement as to what the issue is.  



Resilience is the core of the issue 

Ø From the citizens point of view, all big problems blur together – 
because they depend on the same collection of loosely coupled 
institutions 

Ø Effective resilience depends on effective leadership and collaborative 
response 

Ø Leadership + response, in turn, build trust and reinforce the social 
contract 

Ø Trust is the foundation and result 

 

Question and Answer Session 

Jacqui highlighted how TRUST was a common theme throughout every 
aspect of the response to COVID19 and the BLM movement. 

The issue of knowing what data to trust and use was highlighted – from local 
to national. This comes back to the point of understanding what the single 
source of the problem is: 

Donald’s response focused on how in the USA there is a huge problem with 
developing a common language to use to discuss the COVID problem. He 
highlighted the difference with COVID and BLM is that unlike emergencies we 
are more used to seeing (e.g. floods) you can see the damage and 
destruction being caused with people stuck on rooftops for example and 
therefore can be relatively easy by comparison to understand what the 
problem is. This is not the case with COVID19 and therefore there is a 
challenge developing a common language. There is a challenge with the 
media unable to get accurate facts and statistics and therefore possibly 
incorrect information being released due to the governments unwillingness to 
own the problem from day one.  

How would you characterise the relationship with the lack of trust in 
government and fake news? 

The problem is you cannot drive policy and solutions unless you know what 
problem you are trying to solve. You cannot know what problem you are trying 
to solve without being able to examine it for yourself – and to be able to do 
that you need to find a way to understand the basic facts – without this you 
cannot agree what the problem is or develop solutions.  



When Lord Kerslake wrote the Kerslake report on the Manchester Arena 
Attack – he clearly stated in the report, there is no room for politics. That is the 
challenge we are facing worldwide. 

There is sometimes an effort to take the politics out of it when developing 
solutions but this is impossible. This is an issue that is perceived in terms of 
politics, the interrelations that are needed for an effective response require 
political leadership, and the success or failure of dealing with these problems 
has a political result.  

With reference to the Colston Statue in Bristol - At a local level a police officer 
killed a person in Minneapolis in the USA, that’s a local action which leads to 
a local action across the globe in Bristol where the Colston Statue was pulled 
down. The statue had been a bone of contention for many years but the local 
action in the USA has acted as a catalyst for the statue to finally be pulled 
down which has sparked many more local actions worldwide. Local action to 
national action – at what point do we intercept? Should it be intercepted with 
leadership at some point or should we let it peter-out and hope it goes away? 

How do we mediate this? Leaders have a powerful role – to shape the 
conversation surrounding the issue and devise strategies going forward. It has 
been fascinating to see how different leaders have approached COVID19 and 
it is no accident that New Zealand and Denmark where the leaders are 
women who have shown a level of empathy when dealing with the problem, 
that nature of leadership has been found to be more effective, by 
acknowledging and finding ways of crafting a road through. This has 
presented strategies of leadership that are tremendously important to learn 
from  and have not been fully recognised so far. What has to happen is an 
improvement in ways that local government reacts and interrelates with other 
collaborators and understands the nature of resilience with politics and 
fundamentally building trust.  

Jacqui said – we have a real opportunity with the work that’s being done with 
COVID and the community response we are seeing at a local level – we need 
to harness that and think differently moving forward. 

Donald reminded us that the interrelations we are seeing between these two 
issues are helping us develop better community resilience. 

What frameworks, standards and values can help us engage and build trust at 
local, regional and national levels? 

There is interesting evidence that this is a solvable problem – it is not that 
trust is an impossible issue because of mistrust and fake news. We know the 
following;  

• Trust is something that can be earned and built.  



• At the global level it is very hard for any actor, even a prime minster or 
president, to try and do the things that are going to be needed to solve 
the problem, but at the local level trust can be built from the 
interactions between citizens and local government (or in our case MPs 
and local councils etc).  

• The different interactions can build trust but can also decay trust. It is 
sadly the case that the more negative interactions that decay trust are 
the ones that are remembered.  

Are emergency planners the right people? It has been evidenced before that 
emergency planners can bring the right people around the table but 
community resilience, social capital and economic regeneration – those are 
things that are normally attempted by politicians, social policy designers and 
academics over decades – we are now being asked as emergency planners, 
can we deliver entire manifestos in a number of days. Why as a sector are we 
being asked to do what experts can’t seem to do over decades? 

There is tremendous value in the emergency planning community and 
framework for a couple of reasons. The work of emergency planners tends 
to be ignored until it is needed, but when it is needed it tends to be 
REALLY needed. Emergency planners are never taken for granted when an 
emergency happens. This is why there is such trust in the fire department, 
nothing focuses the mind of a citizen on the importance of government than to 
have their house catch fire – they need the problem solved right now.  

People in the emergency planning community are experts at solving important 
problems that cannot be ignored, in ways that bring collaborative systems 
together. Emergency planners know how to get things done. The challenge 
here is that we are dealing with things that are not part of the normal portfolio.  

Jacqui followed by saying: “It is not for us to solve it all but it is our role to 
inform, signpost and guide”. 

 

Trust, transparency, unity of effort – great aspiration for a way of 
working together. 

 

 

 

  



Donald F. Kettl – Biography 
 
Donald F. Kettl is the Sid Richardson Professor at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public 
Affairs, at the University of Texas at Austin. He is also a nonresident senior fellow at the 
Volcker Alliance and the Brookings Institution. 

Kettl is the author or editor of numerous books, including The Divided States of America: Why 
Federalism Doesn’t Work (2020); The Politics of the Administrative Process (8th edition, 
2020); Can Governments Earn Our Trust? (2017); Little Bites of Big Data for Public Policy 
(2017); Escaping Jurassic Government: Restoring America’s Lost Commitment to 
Competence (2016); System under Stress: The Challenge to 21st Century American 
Democracy Homeland Security and American Politics (2014); The Next Government of the 
United States: Why Our Institutions Fail Us and How to Fix Them (2008); and The Global 
Public Management Revolution (2005).  

He has received three lifetime achievement awards: the American Political Science 
Association’s John Gaus Award, for a lifetime of exemplary scholarship in political science 
and public administration; the Warner W. Stockberger Achievement Award of the International 
Public Management Association for Human Resources, for outstanding contributions in the 
field of public sector personnel management; and the Donald C. Stone Award of the American 
Society for Public Administration, for significant contributions to field of intergovernmental 
relations.  

Three of his books have received national best-book awards. Kettl has twice won the Louis 
Brownlow Book Award of the National Academy of Public Administration for the best book 
published in public administration: The Transformation of Governance (2002); and System 
under Stress: Homeland Security and American Politics (2005). His book, Escaping Jurassic 
Government: How to Recover America’s Lost Commitment to Competence, won the 2016 
award for book of the year from the American Society for Public Administration.  

Kettl holds a PhD in political science from Yale University. Prior to his appointment at the 
University of Texas at Austin, he taught at the University of Maryland, where he served as 
Dean of the School of Public Policy. He has also taught at the University of Pennsylvania, 
Columbia University, the University of Virginia, Vanderbilt University, and the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. He is a fellow of Phi Beta Kappa and the National Academy of Public 
Administration.   

Kettl has consulted broadly for government organizations at all levels, in the United States 
and abroad, including most recently the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. He has 
appeared frequently in national and international media, including National Public Radio, the 
Fox News Channel, Good Morning America, ABC World News Tonight, NBC Nightly News, 
CBS Evening News, CNN’s “Anderson Cooper 360” and “The Situation Room,” the Huffington 
Post, as well as public television’s News Hour and the BBC. He is a regular columnist for 
Governing magazine, which is read by state and local government officials around the 
country. He chaired two gubernatorial blue-ribbon commissions for the Wisconsin state 
government, one on campaign finance reform and the other on government structure and 
finance.  

Kettl is a shareholder of the Green Bay Packers, along with his wife, Sue. 


