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Statement of
Senator Susan M. Collins

On the Nominations of Dr. Alexander Garza to be
Assistant Secretary for Health Affairs and Chief Medical Officer, Department of Homeland Security  

Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs July 28, 2009
( ( (
Today, the Committee considers the nomination of Dr. Alexander Garza to serve as Chief Medical Officer for the Department of Homeland Security.  This position was established in the Post-Katrina Emergency Management Reform Act of 2006 to ensure that the Secretary had expert advice on myriad medical and public health issues.
This Committee’s comprehensive investigation into the flawed response to Hurricane Katrina revealed fundamental problems with our nation’s preparedness for catastrophic disasters.  Our decisions to establish the office of Chief Medical Officer (CMO), to elevate the CMO to the level of Assistant Secretary, and to completely retool the Federal Emergency Management Agency were based on key findings from the Committee’s Katrina investigation.

The CMO’s responsibilities are significant.  They include ensuring the safety of first responders who operate in disaster areas; overseeing the development and deployment of new technology placed in large population areas to detect the release of a biological agent; coordinating with other federal departments and agencies on medical and public health matters such as the H1N1 pandemic; and taking action to ensure that we have plans in place to surge our nation’s medical resources in the event of a disaster.
In the coming months, the Chief Medical Officer will play a critical advisory role as the Secretary leads our nation’s efforts to deal with the H1N1 outbreak.  Some experts fear that H1N1 could return in the fall and winter with higher rates of infection and increased severity. 
I am particularly interested in hearing Dr. Garza’s thoughts on our ability to surge medical resources to respond to major medical events whether caused by a pandemic flu, the intentional release of a deadly biological agent, or the detonation of a dirty bomb.  Last year, this Committee held a series of hearings on our preparedness for the detonation of a 10-kiloton nuclear device and found many gaps in our medical surge capabilities.  Dr. Garza brings specific expertise in this area, having served as an emergency doctor in military and civilian settings.
I look forward to Dr. Garza’s testimony.
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