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ABSTRACT 

The evolution of domestic disaster response within the United States has created a 

dissonance between the capabilities of response resources and public expectations. 

Resource shortages in a catastrophe will compel decision-makers in disaster response 

organizations at all levels of government to make difficult choices. Given America’s 

social contract, the ethical foundation for these choices should be common and consistent 

between the various actors. This research provides a primer on the abstracta 

(philosophical) and concreta (practical) issues impacting ethical choices about the 

allocation and distribution of food and water in response to a catastrophe. A single case 

study reviewing the Cascadia Subduction Zone provides a focused, threaded scenario to 

illustrate the interplay of the philosophical and practical issues. The research and 

application within the case study found that while the social contract creates both rights 

and expectations, government response cannot be assessed solely on the basis of 

quantifiable outcomes. The measure of effectiveness for response remains largely 

socially constructed due to the discursive framing by the various actors involved in 

disaster response. While a common ethical approach may be overly ambitious, this thesis 

recommends various procedural remedies to achieve greater consonance in ethical 

approaches. 
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Figure 2.  Federal ESF-7 Concept of Support401

                                                 
401 Adapted from Christopher Currie, Emergency Management: FEMA Collaborates Effectively with Logistics Partners but Could Strengthen 

Implementation of its Capabilities Assessment Tool, GAO-15-781 (Washington, DC: GAO, September 2015), 11, https://www.gao.gov/assets/680/672413.pdf. 
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the Response FIOP itself remains nearly 400 pages long (only covering federal actions), 

the waivers and exemptions could be referenced in less than three pages. So, in addition to 

injecting more reality and less fantasy into operational plans, we also need to drastically 

shorten their length. Voluminous plans are inaccessible to all except those who wrote them, 

or who have the time to peruse them. In response, where time and initiative are the 

watchwords, it is unreasonable to expect officials to comb through hundreds of pages to 

extract essential information. 
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