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We asked state directors for their perspectives on DHS and the status of homeland security. The results were surprising.

By Julie Sturgeon

Responsiveness: A
You won’t catch mention of the most well-known and respected person at DHS on the nightly news or even buried in the fine print in the back of Time. But the name Josh Filler crops up repeatedly in conversation, always followed by praise. That’s because this director of the Office of State and Local Government Coordination – a former attorney in private practice before fate tapped him as director of legislative affairs for Mayor Rudy Giuliani, who handed him responsibility for emergency operational issues after the World Trade Center attacks – keeps phone calls and e-mails humming along behind the scenes, attending to the essential but unglamorous work of DHS.

When McMahon needs an answer concerning port security, Filler cuts through the bureaucratic tangle to get it. When Overly doesn’t know who should handle his question or comment, Filler routes it properly. Ed Gleason, administrator of Wisconsin’s emergency management department, reported that on several occasions DHS responded to his queries within 30 minutes.  

“That’s OK for most situations, although I would have preferred real-time response on one or two calls,” he admitted. But overall, even state directors polled who grade DHS lower across the board still gave responsiveness the highest grade. 

The regularly scheduled phone conferences between the feds in DC and state directors also earned high marks. These audio meetings come complete with an agenda, an open forum and, occasionally, materials to be studied beforehand. Secretary Ridge often participates, so it’s not as if he’s hiding or inaccessible, Overly said. Overly was equally impressed that Suzanne Mencer, director of the Office for Domestic Preparedness (ODP), flew to Columbus, Ohio, to participate in a face-to-face cabinet meeting of that state’s security task force. 

“If somebody sits there and doesn’t say anything, that’s not DHS’ fault,” McMahon said. “They’ve been given the open mike. So if someone is upset about something or sees a problem, shame on them if they don’t bring it up.

“These are all positive steps that help with ripples along the way, which there will always be,” he added. 

In fact, at times, Steve Lauer, chief of Florida Domestic Security Initiatives in the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, finds himself drowning in the information flow. If he has any criticism on this score, it’s that the states have only a handful of people trying to keep up with the output of hundreds at the federal headquarters – consolidation would be most welcome in Lauer’s office. 

“As more and more sections in the headquarters come online, more information comes out. Over time, you’ll find it will become difficult for the single state homeland security advisor to whittle out what’s important from what’s not,” he explained. 

If you define responsiveness as “willing to listen and cooperate,” DHS continues to hold a stellar reputation. As evidence, Lauer held up the Sunshine State’s refusal to use the data-collection formula from ODP for strategy submissions. According to him, Gov. Jeb Bush disagreed with what he considered an unconstrained methodology — and Secretary Ridge didn’t force the issue. 

“The best thing the Department of Homeland Security has done is allow us to essentially have an overarching, an oversight of all the aspects of this mission in one place. When you don’t see eye to eye, there’s room for conversation. DHS was not necessarily inclined to drop the submission formula, but they did — and that was really the key,” Lauer said enthusiastically. 

Overly singled out information sharing as the strong point in his grading assessment. The July 8 announcement of all states’ ability to connect via the state-of-the-art Homeland Security Operations Center (HSOC) to the nerve center for real-time threat monitoring, domestic incident management and vertical and horizontal sensitive information-sharing efforts in particular won his vote. 

