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Some Colleges Are Developing
Disaster-Management Programs

By KEMBA DUNHAM 
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May 4, 2004; Page B6
Matthew Khaled is no stranger to disasters.

The New York native had family and friends who worked near the World Trade Center and escaped the September 2001 terrorist attacks. Other relatives have ducked gunfire in Jerusalem. As a part-time security guard at a Manhattan building, he assisted with evacuation during last summer's blackout.

So when the 23-year-old heard about Metropolitan College of New York's newly launched emergency- and disaster-management program, he quickly applied, hoping to advance his career. He and seven others will learn how to improve the delivery of emergency and disaster management and how to make critical managerial decisions. The 45-week program started late last month, and the students will earn a master's of public administration.

Metropolitan College is one of many schools that recently have developed or are in the process of developing disaster- and emergency-management programs. Although the field of study has been growing since before the Sept. 11 catastrophe, the terror attacks revitalized disaster management as a career.

New Programs
There are about 111 emergency-management programs at 24 schools, says Wayne Blanchard, the higher-education project manager at the Federal Emergency Management Agency in Washington. Some 31 of these were launched last year, and another 100 schools are in the process of developing them.

Experts say there is a vital need for these programs as the nature of disasters change. Before 9/11, emergency management dealt mostly with responding to fires, floods, hurricanes or other natural disasters, and few people in the field had college degrees.

Today an effort is under way to train people to handle man-made as well as natural emergencies, says Lee Van Arsdale, executive director of the University of Nevada at Las Vegas's Institute for Security Studies. The job requires knowledge of computer programs and systems. And, troubling but true, emergency managers have to be prepared not just for a nuclear attack but also for the contaminating fallout that may accompany it.

The first academic program in the emergency-management field began at the University of North Texas in 1983. Several others popped up during the next decade. In 1995, FEMA decided it needed to do a better job, because local, state and federal agencies, while well-equipped to deal with day-to-day disasters, were unable to deal adequately with large-scale ones. FEMA's emergency-management higher-education project was launched, and outreach to various colleges and universities began.

Insufficient Faculty
David McEntire, assistant professor of emergency administration and planning at the University of North Texas, based near Dallas, says there isn't sufficient faculty in the field. "Many of the current scholars come out of sociology or geography, but we're going to need people who are specifically trained in disaster management," he says.

Many programs enroll a wide range of students. The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill's community-preparedness and disaster-management program, launched last year, has included firefighters, police, hairdressers, emergency-room doctors and veterinarians and has drawn students from all over the country. The program has graduated 20 students, who have taken various career paths. Some who had been in the public sector are moving to the private sector, while others who already were employed have received promotions.

Numerous businesses, including financial-services companies, hospitals, hotels and amusement parks, are hiring emergency-management professionals. Lee Van Vleet, a 38-year-old paramedic who will graduate from the UNC program in July, plans to market his skills at local hospitals that are hiring disaster-management professionals.
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