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Complexity in a Changing World
By Admiral Thad Allen

Admiral Thad Allen retired from the
U.S. Coast Guard in 2010 as its 23rd
Commandant. An internationally
recognized expert in disaster response
and an advisor to government leaders,
he was the lead federal official for the
responses to Hurricanes Katrina and Rita
and the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. He
also directed Coast Guard operations
in the wake of the 9/11 attacks and the
Haitian earthquake.
Allen delivered the Nesta M. Gallas
Lecture at ASPA’s 2017 Annual
Conference. The Gallas Award honors
the lifetime achievements of a dedicated
public servant whose career includes
exemplary efforts to uphold legal and
ethical standards locally, nationally and
internationally; sustained work to advance gender equality and diversity; and responsible, democratic and expert
accomplishments in public affairs.
Allen spoke about the state of today’s public service and the direction in which it is headed. Below are excerpts of his
remarks. Visit www.aspanet.org/2017conference to hear the full speech.

I would like to talk about the changing world
in which we try to render public service. Three
dramatic forces have begun to combine and conflate
in today’s world, making it difficult to govern any
kind of nation state. Indeed, they put a premium on
the intellectual capacity and preparedness for our
public administrators and the public service at large.
The first is the rapid advance of technology. Any
generation in the history of the world can claim
that it was the most technologically advanced,
and that may be true. The pace and acceleration
of technology are the difference now. Personas
are being built, data stored and avatars used by a
variety of business enterprises. I am not sure we
understand the implications in terms of how we live
our lives and how we interact with our communities,
government servants and other countries. My
concern is the widening gap between the ingestion
of technology and deploying it. We have to revisit
how we acquire technology and deal with the private
sector.
The second trend is the increasing intersection
between the natural and built environment and
its consequences, plus the fact that we have more
events of greater consequence that increase the
complexity of the responses. In many cases, we
face novel and unprecedented challenges, which
means there is no clear statutory framework for the
response or a clear flow of money to fund it.
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For the third, I am going beyond globalization.
We are moving from heterogeneity in cultures
and countries to homogeneity, with trends and
cultures becoming mixed. That is good. It represents
inclusion. But, we are starting to run into reactions
based on concerns about other cultures when you
do not understand them. It is the shifting trends of
how populations interact and, in some cases, oppose
each other. We must understand that we are moving
from a geographically and physically described
border to a virtual one. The Internet. Weather.
Germs. They all present challenges and do not come
with anybody who can be held accountable for them
under the law. Yet they must be dealt with.
These three factors result in a convergence that is
creating complexity on a scale we have never seen.
We must start to understand what it means to deal
with complexity—complexity to the point that
it starts to defeat statutory authorities, doctrine,
standard operating procedures, training tactics
and procedures. How do we create capabilities and
competencies in our academic programs and our
practitioner skills to equip us to confront it?
We also must look at co-production, blurring the
boundaries between the public and private sector.
None of the issues with which we are concerned
can be addressed by a single agency, entity or
organization. Complexity requires something
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I have been asked many times about what happened
during the first week in New Orleans [during
Hurricane Katrina]. It was a hurricane, but it was
gone in 24 hours. The real situation was catastrophic
flooding, most of which came from water driven
up into Lake Pontchartrain, which then came up
drainage canals that were never intended to be
levees. There were levee failures, especially in the
Lower Ninth Ward, but the bulk of the flooding was
due to drainage canal failures because pumping
stations were not up at the mouth of the lake.
The bigger issue was that we had been working the
wrong problem. What happened in New Orleans was
the equivalent of a weapon of a mass effect used on
the city without criminality that resulted in a loss of
continuity in government without decapitation of
leadership. When you lose continuity of government,
it is usually because something happened to the
leadership. In this case, every element of civil
society—and the means to apply resources deployed
in the area—were completely taken away from the
city and largely from the state. There was no central
coordinating point because the ability to command
and control deployed forces did not exist in the city.
I worked with partners to provide command and
control, communications, logistics, security and
administrative support to cordon off the city, break
it down into sections and have local police officers
and military support go door to door. Once we did,
we had accountability for who was there and who
was not. We still had to get people out of the city and
deal with the very difficult issue of remains recovery.
But, we did not understand the level of complexity
required for the response. You will hardly find a
mayor or a governor today who will admit losing
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continuity of government if they are still standing.
Deepwater Horizon was different. The oil spill took
place 45 miles offshore. State jurisdiction ends
at mile three, so this clearly was a federal issue.
Additionally, while we had steps in place to reduce
the risk of future tanker accidents, we had not
addressed drilling, which had gone offshore and
deep. The Deepwater Horizon oil well was on the
seabed, 5,000 feet deep. The oil reservoir was 12,000
feet deeper. For a surface vessel or drilling rig on the
surface, it was three miles to the oil and no human
access.
In that situation, only the federal government
could solve the crisis, but we had the problem of
co-production. The means of production to fix the
problem lay in the hands of BP functionally and
under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 legally. Things
can begin to break down when they get complex.
Nobody at the highest levels of our government
believed BP could be consequential in fixing the
problem. My counsel was to cap the well and stop
the oil. I knew BP was going to court and would get
hammered. We did not have to say the oil spill was
an existential threat to the company. Its legal limits
of liability were $10 million, obviously not enough.
BP waived the limits and, keeping the pressure on
and working with it, we built something that had
never been constructed before and capped the
well in 85 days. Not good—oil was spewing into
the Gulf—but extraordinary if you think about the
engineering that had to be done.
My biggest challenge was translating the role of the
public and the private sector in terms of who does
what. When you get into that area, there are always
the significant challenge and reality of political
leaders who must be relevant to their constituents.
If you lack technical knowledge to solve a problem,
how do you make political leaders relevant? I
needed to make sure that the government did what it
was supposed to do, political leaders had a relevant
role and the public had confidence in what we were
doing.
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everyone has collectively but does not exist in a
specific place. The American public has come to
expect outcomes that must be co-produced because
we cannot do it any other way. You must create
partnerships. You must create unity of effort, which
is largely built on interpersonal relationships, trust
and the things we do every day in government to
make things work.

