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Abstract: Anchored in politico-philosophical tradition and practice of establishing the inter-
national system for protection of human rights, human security concept was conceived by the 
UNDP researchers with the aim to include the largest number of factors important to the indi-
vidual-centred perspective of security. The human security concept identifies seven new areas as 
indicators of (in)security, including political security which emphasizes how the design of politi-
cal institutions and procedures, performance of public institutions, and accountability of those 
who govern affects human security; it establishes a correlation between the effectiveness of the 
public service and the quality of life. The paper examines how high level of politicisation of the 
top public administration managers and weak ethical leadership create the work environment 
conducive to morally wrong behaviour that can affect human security by undermining the quality 
of delivered public services, and the protection of public interest. The authors show the harmful 
implications that politicisation of public service can have on human security in the case of the U.S. 
FEMA response in helping the Hurricane Katrina’s victims.
Key words: human security, political security, politicisation, political appointees, ethical leadership, 
public service ethics, responsibility.

1. HUMAN SECURITY, POLITICISATION AND LEADERSHIP IN PUBLIC 
SERVICE: WHY DOES ETHICS MATTER?

When the Cold War ended in the 1990s a new security paradigm came to the fore in policy 
and scholarly discussions. The changing circumstances in the international arena have 
led to the emergence of new security challenges, risks and threats demanding a new ap-
proach, a quite different governmental response that transcends the traditional security 
policy perspective. A group of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) re-
searchers proposed in the early 1990s the alternative concept — Human Security. Rooted 
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in the tradition of establishing the international system for the protection of human rights, 
the concept was designed to shift the focus of policy securitisation towards the factors es-
sential for safety of people, regardless of whether they live in post-industrial polyarchies, 
transitional countries or poor societies. The UNDP researchers maintain that security 
standards have to be set not only at a higher level, but it is also necessary to change the 
whole approach to security policy in order to meet new circumstances. They found that 
the safety of people is not necessarily vulnerable because of the risks posed by another 
state or military bloc. New understanding of security put to the fore people and their com-
munities, and points out that the biggest threats come from civil wars, ethnic and religious 
conflicts, pandemics, natural disasters, environmental degradation, massive migration, 
transnational organised crime, and a plethora of forms of discrimination and exploitation, 
etc. (Đorđević, Keković 2011:92–93). Because the range of threats to human security is 
rather broad, the authors of new concept suggest seven (sub)categories/areas to classify 
those new threats: 1) economic security; 2) food security; 3) health security; 4) environ-
mental security; 5) personal security; 6) security community; and 7) political security, 
tagged as one of the most important (UNDP 1994:24–25, 32).
Political dimension of human security includes factors such as the design of political insti-
tutions and procedures, the performance of public sector, and the rule of law. In addition, 
what matters is a responsible government, because the quality of delivered public services 
directly affects safety of citizens and their property (Đorđević 2013:143, 147). The impact 
of modern state on human life is pervasive: birth, education, work, retirement, and even 
death itself are all regulated by ever-multiplying legislation and supervised by a wide array 
of public institutions. That is why citizens associate the idea of the state to the behaviour 
of bureaucrats they face every day. The effectiveness of protection of the fundamental 
rights and freedoms is far more interrelated to the effectiveness of administrative mecha-
nisms and procedures, than to the constitutional guarantees. The exercise of discretion is 
in the very nature of administrative decision-making, and it is aimed at providing enough 
“room” to make a judgement by taking into account all relevant information necessary to 
implement policies, laws, and rules in a particular case (Malcolmson 2004:5). This “room” 
gives a public servant freedom of choice that may result in making a bad judgement due to 
wrong interpretation of public policy goals. This is where ethical standards step in to re-
solve everyday dilemmas and to serve as an accurate signposts for proper decision-making 
that takes into account the common values shared in a society.
Disasters are natural with a view to their cause, but they are man-made by their outcome 
in terms of the collective and institutional response to their impact on human communi-
ties. Throughout history, governments and their bureaucracies have been tested for their 
competence in managing emergencies, preventing or managing catastrophic disasters, 
saving lives and property, and providing security for their citizens. Such tests of compe-
tence are far more significant today than ever before, as a modern public administration 
seems to be better equipped technologically and must rely on the trust of citizens whose 
expectations about quality of life are bigger than ever before. The loss of democratic legiti-
macy and distrust of public officials may be brought about by systematic failure of state to 
protect human security effectively during crisis situations. 
Although plans and preparation are essential, the uniqueness of every natural disaster leads 
public institutions to react in ways other than it is planned, particularly when the situation 
unfolds in unexpected ways or when the crisis is extraordinarily complex. Effective crisis 
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leadership is therefore vital to bridge a gap between the routine tasks of administration, 
on the one hand, and the emergency, nonroutine tasks that demand urgency in attention 
and action, on the other hand (Farazmand 2007:149–159). There is no effective leadership 
without clear ethical guidance, because misconduct of public servants may impercepti-
bly cause a chain of events that leads to direct threat to human security. Unfortunately, 
tragic cases of maladministration can be detected only after massive human casualties are 
caused, health is greatly jeopardised, and property is immensely damaged. 
Human ability to act morally is grounded on the ability to empathise with others, i.e. abil-
ity to identify and understand other peoples’ emotions. An individual with no ability to 
empathise with others, and with no feelings of guilt as well, may pose a huge threat to society, 
particularly if he/she is a public sector manager. The effective leaders ought to win the re-
spect of subordinates by being courageous in making difficult decisions with due regard 
to universal moral principles, accepting responsibility for bad outcomes of their decisions, 
and implementing them with a firm belief that those decisions protect and improve the 
public interest. Unethical leadership in the public service is not a likely threat to human 
security only in the poor and transitional countries; it is also an Achilles heel of the affluent 
societies of Western civilisation, and in part can be attributed to public service reforms de-
signed in 1980s and 1990s according to the model of the New Public Management. This re-
form has redefined the roles of elected politicians and career administrators in public pol-
icy process, in a way that undermines the principle of political neutrality as a corner-stone 
of public service integrity. The elected officials invest far more effort and time to persuade 
high-level public officials to conform to the ruling party’s agenda and policy visions. This 
strategy has revived the phenomenon of top-bottom politicisation as a form of increased 
governmental/presidential control over public administration, with the spoils system in 
the politics of the United States as its most extreme example (Peters, Pierre 2004). From 
the ethical perspective, the spoils system is controversial because it favours partisan ap-
pointees openly and has the corrosive effect on a career- and merit-based system of public 
service. Every change of the ruling party is stressful for career public servants because of 
the difficulties they face in adapting to the political agenda of the new president. 
In this paper, we examine how politicisation combined with unethical leadership can af-
fect human security by undermining the quality of delivered public services and, in the 
long run, the protection of lives and property as vital societal values. The analysis is be-
ing conducted on the sample of the United States as an affluent post-industrial polyarchy 
where high level of politicisation of the top public administration managers seem to ham-
per its capabilities to protect human security effectively.

2. HURRICANE KATRINA: A PUBLIC SERVICE ETHICS DISASTER?

An incident of catastrophic proportions has the potential to imperil thousands of people, 
devastate hundreds of communities, and produce far-reaching economic and social ef-
fects. To provide human security, government and its administration must be prepared to 
respond in ways that lie outside the normal paradigms in which public servants tradition-
ally operate. In the United States, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) – a 
part of the Department of Homeland Security– has the mission “to support (...) citizens 
and first responders to ensure that as a nation we work together to build, sustain, and im-
prove our capability to prepare for, protect against, respond to, recover from, and mitigate 
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all hazards”.2 In other words, FEMA is legally responsible for putting in order and coordi-
nating the needed federal resources for search, rescue, and basic human needs in the case 
of a large scale disaster that is beyond the capacity of local and state authorities to handle. 
FEMA also provides significant support for equipping and training emergency response 
personnel and units throughout the nation, which means that this public agency is clearly 
designated locus of responsibility for ensuring the nation’s preparedness. Therefore, in this 
analysis we will examine how politicisation and unethical leadership affected the perfor-
mance of FEMA as the key public agency in disaster and emergency management system.
There was a mismatch between what happened during Katrina and how the emergency 
system is expected to work. Inadequate public service response to the landfall of Hurricane 
Katrina in August 2005 was an abject failure. Katrina is one of the deadliest and most cost-
ly hurricanes in American history; it caused the death toll of over 1,800, displaced more 
than a million of Gulf Coast residents (mostly extremely low-income people), flooded 80 
per cent of New Orleans and dozens of small communities and industrial plants in four 
southern US states, with over USD 100 billion in damages (CNN 2013). Effective bureau-
cratic agencies are characterised by well-established procedures, sound leadership, and 
clear objectives. The empirical and anecdotal pieces of evidence suggest that problems 
associated with the second factor weakened governmental efforts to respond quickly and 
effectively. Two investigative journalists of The Wall Street Journal – Christopher Cooper 
and Robert Block (2006) – provide convincing evidence for the practice of poor decision-
making in the days of disaster. They argue Hurricane Katrina was a manageable natural 
disaster in New Orleans area due to not so strong winds, only partial collapse of many of 
the floodwalls, and quite successful evacuation of the city population (some 90 percent) in 
advance of the storm. If so, what went wrong? Cooper and Block s̓ investigation has found 
that federal officials failed to provide sufficient quantity of supplies, and in the immediate 
aftermath of the storm accurate and real-time information flowed through government 
agencies, but in many instances this information sat unused, unread, and even dismissed 
by the very people charged with ensuring that timely news about disasters made its way to 
the top levels of the federal government. 
Many public policy scholars and practitioners agree with the assessment that Hurricane 
Katrina was less a natural disaster, but rather an example of massive and dramatic failure 
in public governance (Greene 2009:209–210, 222–223). The government and its public 
service did not fulfil their fundamental responsibility to protect their citizens, and their 
failure to protect was systemic, pervasive, and long-standing. Voluminous reports show 
that the US government did not prepare for predictable consequences of hurricane activ-
ity, and authorised changes in the Mississippi Delta region to promote commerce and de-
velopment that altered the environment to make the Louisiana coastline more vulnerable. 
The experts at the National Hurricane Centre state that local, state and federal govern-
ment officials had been warned about the danger in New Orleans for many years, giving 
FEMA enough time to conceive a plan and develop in detail its implementation (Sobel, 
Leeson 2006:68). Even after FEMA officials became aware of an impending category 5 
hurricane striking New Orleans with certainty, they chose not to pre-deploy the resources 
clearly identified in a study funded by and presented to them in 2004. 

2 www.fema.gov/about-agency, accessed 20/08/2014. 



POLITICISATION OF PUBLIC SERVICE AND UNETHICAL  
LEADERSHIP: NEW THREATS TO HUMAN SECURITY? [291]

The assessments of FEMA leaders and staff, documentation provided by FEMA, and a 
review of secondary sources material show that the weak internal business practices, par-
ticularly with regard to human resource management, was one of structural obstacles to 
effective agency performance (Panel of the National Academy of Public Administration 
2009:52–53). Sobel and Leeson (2006:55–56) maintain that the failures of FEMA were 
nothing new, since identical problems manifested themselves after every previous major 
disaster; this time the difference was in greater severity of the failure. From the public 
choice perspective, the self-interested heads of public agencies generally seek to maxim-
ise the size of the budget under their control, and their personal prestige, which may not 
necessarily lead to disaster harm-minimisation. Moreover, public managers seek to ensure 
as much recognition as possible for whatever goes right — a phenomenon called “glory 
seeking” — devoting additional resources to give citizens the perception that one is pro-
moting and protecting the public interest (Sobel, Leeson 2006:67–68). The root of poor 
decision making is linked to the moral immaturity of individual, and analysis of the behav-
iour of top FEMA officials confirms this thesis. FEMA director’s official correspondence 
gives a revealing insight into a series of serious mistakes with regard to evacuation and, 
later, coordination of first aid (Brennan, Koven 2009:254–265). Brown not only ignored 
reports received from FEMA employees about very difficult position of people stuck with 
no food and water supplies in the flooded area, but he also was far more concerned with 
his appearance in preparation for discussions with the media than with actually ensuring 
that FEMA-directed relief efforts were effective. Besides, Brown was advised to roll up 
the sleeves of his shirt just below the elbow in order to look more hard-working. While 
people were dying, newspapers quoted Brown in New Orleans asking where he can get 
something to eat “that’s not fried” (Malveaux 2008:247). 
Sound leadership demands timely, reliable and detailed information as a ground to make 
a decision about the best possible direction of an action. Yet, neither FEMA Director Mi-
chael Brown nor Department of Home Security Secretary Michael Chertoff were aware 
that a convention centre in New Orleans was sheltering thousands of victims until in-
formed of the fact by reporters. Some other decisions were quite absurd when analysed 
from the perspective of complying to ethical standards and pursuing the public interest. 
For instance, Brown instructed fire departments in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama 
not to send emergency vehicles or personnel into devastated areas unless local or state of-
ficials communicated specific requests for them — at a time when most towns and cities 
lacked working telephones, fax machines, and internet access (Marable 2008:X). While 
hundreds of dead bodies floated in New Orleans’s streets and rotted in desolated hous-
es, FEMA also blocked for weeks rescue efforts of other public institutions and private 
organisations aimed at delivering airboats, generators, communications equipment, and 
trailers and freight cars of food. Moreover, many desperate Americans phoned FEMA’s 
telephone number for assistance only to hear recorded messages that all lines were busy 
or were disconnected. It seems that hundreds of thousands of largely poor, Black, older 
and disabled people were almost intentionally left to a chance to be saved by some of 
few rescue teams deployed at the time in the devastated area. The prolonged suffering 
of Katrina victims came from FEMA temporary housing programme that had been so 
poorly designed and implemented that many thousands of displaced people remained in 
a transitional state, not knowing when or if they can return to their homes or even to their 
communities (Crowley 2006:129–156). 
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The depicted unethical practice of managing one of the key public institutions in charge 
of disaster relief is not mere coincidence. It is an outcome of politicised managerial caste 
in public administration. FEMA is well-known as a federal agency with traditionally large 
number of political appointees nominated at managerial positions throughout the whole 
hierarchy (Verkuil 2007:165–166). Presidents have long used administrative appointments 
in FEMA as a way to repay political favours. Of the 18 individuals who have served as 
FEMA’s director, 13 have been entirely unqualified for this position — with the exception 
of James Lee Witt, FEMA’s 14th director, who was the first agency head who had previous 
experience with crisis management or disaster relief (Sobel, Leeson 2006:70–71). Presi-
dent Bush has appointed two directors of the FEMA: Joe M. Allbaugh (2001–2003) and 
Michael D. Brown since 2003 (Bumiller 2005). For instance, Michael Brown was made the 
director after he was asked to resign from the International Arabian Horse Association, 
and other FEMA top managers came from the White House offices and were either loyal 
supporters or close associates of then-president George W. Bush. Not only those nomi-
nations were made on patronage basis, but also Allbaugh and Brown were close college 
friends and country-fellows from Oklahoma. 
Today’s public sector managers face much more ethical challenges than ever before, be-
cause they are tasked with complying with the well established public service standards in 
an ethical manner in a very dynamic environment. Does a typical appointee fit into such 
a demanding position of ethical leadership? Most of the FEMA political appointees were 
characterised by significant political campaign experience and negligible crisis manage-
ment experience, leading long-term staff to perceive that their leaders were more con-
cerned with politics rather than building agency capacity (Moynihan 2009:7). The appoin-
tees hardly understood the profession and the dynamics and the roles and responsibilities 
of actors in the complex multi-level and cross-sectoral system of disaster and emergency 
management. As FEMA gradually declined due to incompetent managing, senior profes-
sionals left, taking with them years of experience. Previously hired only to provide surge 
capacity during disasters, temporary employees were de facto transformed into perma-
nent staff. The lack of benefits and job security for temporary employees, according to 
Moynihan, created a workforce with reduced morale and little sense of shared organisa-
tional culture inherent to public service (Moynihan 2009:8).
FEMAs professional degradation eventually induced an organisational context of the 
widespread deficit in specialised knowledge and experience among top officials with a 
view to handling major natural disasters. An editorial comment made in the New York 
Times ironically noticed that “what America needs are federal disaster relief people who 
actually know something about disaster relief ” (New York Times 2005). The US House of 
Representatives’ Select Bipartisan Committee established to investigate the preparation 
for and response to Hurricane Katrina concluded that “acts of leadership were too few and 
far between” (U.S. House of Representatives 2006:1). Apart from failing to demonstrate 
strong and decisive leadership in emergency management, Brown admitted publicly that 
he had been unaware of the terrible conditions in New Orleans, notwithstanding the con-
tinuous television coverage that lasted several days. On the top of that, Brown attributed 
the death toll in New Orleans to “people who did not heed evacuation warnings”, even 
though many of the stranded citizens were simply unable to leave the city because they 
had no money, no transportation, and no place to go (Schneider 2005:515–516). Brown 
and his close associates in top management of the agency used a method of increasing 
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their relative credit for glory by limiting the amount of good accomplished by others. 
They kept private disaster aid competitors out of the disaster zone and obstructed local 
government efforts, including the confiscation of fuel and other supplies ordered and be-
ing delivered to other local governmental units in the area (Sobel, Leeson 2006:67–68). 
These resources, paid for and ordered by other government agencies, were expropriated 
by FEMA without compensation or explanation for its internal use.
Brown’s incompetent and arrogant directing of FEMA seems to be the best evidence of 
how the practice of politically motivated appointments of senior civil servants under-
mines the idea of moral agency in public service and, in the long run, reduces ability for 
ethical leadership, which is essential for removing human insecurity in situations of cata-
strophic natural disasters. To help those in trouble is a first-order moral prescription of 
the upright life in community. Instead of leading his fellow citizens in rescuing the victims 
of the hurricane, the federal manager behaved extremely egoistically and indifferent as he 
was a person who had nothing to do with the tragic event, as not being the head of a public 
institution obliged to prevent and mitigate the consequences of natural disasters on the 
lives and property. 

3. CONCLUSION

We showed in our analysis how a high level of politicisation of top public service managers 
and the lack of ethical leadership create work environment conducive to morally wrong 
behaviour that may threaten human security by undermining both the quality of delivered 
public services and protection of the public interest substantially. Long and deep-rooted 
tradition of politicisation of the public service — even in some of the most affluent post-
industrial polyarchies, such as the United States — may have very harmful implications on 
human security, which was widely evidenced by poor emergency response to Hurricane 
Katrina. 
Disregard for the principle of political neutrality of senior public servants combined with 
either insufficiently developed or poor ethical leadership reduce the overall quality of pub-
lic management practice as a cornerstone of public service integrity. The concept of bias 
seems to be central to the concept of morality. A partisan-motivated management of the 
public service underpinned by unsound ethical leadership is incompatible with the mor-
ally driven performance of public duties, particularly with the obligation of due respect 
for the principles and duties that stem from the concept of good governance, democratic 
values and norms, and idea of human rights. The idea of acting in a biased manner means a 
deviation from decision making based on generally accepted criteria and objective think-
ing; it is unlikely for stable habit-like tendencies to moral virtue to develop into behav-
ioural pattern accepted among top managers and their civil servants that pursue an ideal 
of citizen who serves to the public. In such social environment, good character traits that 
include empathy, benevolence, and truly unbiased considerations how to apply ethical 
standards remain undeveloped or sidelined.
As top-bottom politicisation involves the practice of appointment to managerial posi-
tions based on party affiliation and personal connections to political bosses rather than on 
qualifications, there is a sufficient empirical evidence to support the correlation between 
political appointment, on the one hand, and poor and ethically immature performance of 
managers, on the other hand. Hurricane Katrina highlights the importance of having com-



[294] Srđan KORAĆ, Marko FILIJOVIĆ

petent public service led by managers who have well-developed disposition to incorporate 
ethical considerations into decision making process. Great moral failures stem from moral 
insensitivity, i.e. ones incapability to understand how her/his behaviour affects others, 
and to choose the course of action determined on the basis of its potential consequences. 
Therefore, the potential danger that an irresponsible and unaccountable appointee poses 
for a society does not come primarily in terms of the budget fraud, waste and abuse, but it 
stems from his indifference to the suffering of others caused by his decisions. 
The political patronage embedded in a democratic political community undermines the 
ability of the public service to provide essential elements of human security. Human be-
ings organise governments to do what individuals cannot do for themselves, with protec-
tion and recovery from wholesale catastrophe at the top of the list. As extreme weather 
conditions with devastating consequences more often occur in various parts of the world, 
the role of an effective emergency and crisis management becomes more important in 
the protection of human security. The unethical governmental response to Katrina large-
ly ignored the human security approach based on the people-centred, comprehensive, 
context-specific, and prevention-oriented measures. FEMA did not manage to respond in 
comprehensive, multi-sectoral and collaborative way; it did not identify the behavioural 
changes that had been needed to help mitigate the impact, and, where possible, prevent 
the occurrence of threats. The case of Katrina shows that human security is not just a re-
search paradigm suitable for endless academic discussions, but policy-oriented concept 
that provides governments and their public administrations a practical framework for the 
identification of a wide range threats that can cut life short and thwart the use of human 
potential.
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