Careers in Emergency Management
Hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes, bird flu,…  Natural and manmade disasters are high on the radar screen of most Americans these days.  Along with the growing need for disaster planning are the increasing opportunities for jobs in this emerging field.  

Emergency Management Specialists coordinate disaster response or crisis management activities such as preparing plans and procedures for natural disasters, training emergency response teams and educating the general public about disaster preparedness.  They interface with representatives of many other agencies such as local, state and federal governments, schools districts, hospitals, and police and fire departments.  
Dee Totten is the Certified Emergency Manager for the City of Mercer Island.  She didn’t climb a career ladder, but rather took a circuitous route to this profession. Her education includes certification as a medical assistant, a degree in marketing, a Masters in Business Administration and numerous emergency management classes in addition to her certification which must be renewed every five years.  “I didn’t plan for this career,” said Totten, “but I have a deep interest in wanting to help people and a strong need to work in a service based organization.  My medical background has also been a big help.”  

While Totten was working on her MBA in 1993, she received an executive fellowship in the Governors office.  One of her first assignments was to write a disaster recovery plan for a State agency. This launched her career in emergency management and it has continued to evolve along with the profession.   “The Northwest is very isolated geographically.  It is important that local, regional and national organizations work together to draw on resources and expertise.  We need to be able to help each other,” said Totten who was involved in writing the King County Regional Disaster Plan after the severe floods and the Nisqually Earthquake in 1995 and 1996.  
As Mercer Islands sole Emergency Manager, Totten wears many hats.  In addition to her work and planning with other agencies, she takes great pride in the education programs and materials she has developed and promoted for Island residents, which is where her marketing expertise comes in handy.  She has also organized over 100 registered Emergency Workers and another 540 have expressed interest in being on  committees.  Totten was the first Emergency Manager in the country to develop a volunteer Disaster Medical Committee made up of volunteer health care professionals.

 “This job requires that you be highly organized and handle lots of tasks concurrently.  But I also enjoy the problem solving and ‘out of the box’ thinking that is involved.  I am very curious and always thinking about what if…’  You need to be able to anticipate what could happen if a disaster occurs and all the different scenarios that could be played out.” 
Emergency planning not only includes the protection and safety of lives and property, but the protection and recovery of information as well, often referred to as Business Continuity Planning.  Ed Siemion, owner of Apex Information Services, has devoted his career to helping individuals and small businesses, on the Island and elsewhere, secure information in the event of a disaster, including theft, water damage, earthquake, human error and file corruption.  Larger organizations, like Boeing or Microsoft, have full-time staff to secure information and ensure that it can continue to operate after a disaster.  Siemion points out, “The shared method by all organizations to secure information is to have copies stored in geographically separate and protected physical environments.”    
Job responsibilities can vary tremendously.  Some work may be repetitive or low skilled such as driving a van to pick up files.  Individuals with advanced degrees and experience may manage a team of IT specialists who protect digital and/or printed information.
Siemion’s advice for those considering a career in Business Continuity Planning is to, “Make sure you really love the work and  are not in it just for the money.  Hours can be long and the work is not very physical.  Having an MBA or BS in engineering, the science or the military is also a plus.”
Because emergency management is such a new field, the U.S. Bureau of Labor is still working on an official job description in their publication, Occupational Outlook Handbook.  Other related fields to consider are public health and safety, law enforcement, emergency medicine, hazardous waste management and environmental compliance.  
Educational institutions offering programs in Emergency Management include Clover Park Technical College, Western Washington University and the University of Washington.  For more information on this growing profession contact the International Association of Emergency Managers (www.iaem.com) and the National Association of Safety Professionals (www.naspweb.com).   The Mercer Island web site, developed by Totten, also provides excellent information and links – www.mercergov.org/emac.
