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Coordinating Emergency Planning:

New Software Tackles Usual Obstacles 

Associated with Planning and Response Efforts

President Bush’s approval of the 9/11 Commission’s recommendations has made official the urgency to solve the deficiencies in the disaster response process. The President’s acceptance of the Commission’s directives follows his 2002 decree that established the Department of Homeland Security — a result of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. In so doing he directed the largest reorganization of the U.S. Government in 50 years. However, the Department’s mission, to “develop and coordinate the implementation of a comprehensive national strategy to secure the United States from terrorist threats or attacks,” has yet to hit its mark.
Hurricane Katrina, which is viewed by many as the first major test of the new Department of Homeland Security, is a prime example. The disastrous outcome of the uncoordinated response is a case study of how FEMA (an agency of DHS) could have handled things differently. The communications breakdown led to the setup of multiple EOCs by different organizations, causing duplication of effort, increased loss of life and a historically ineffective response — despite the good intentions of first responders. 

In theory, the cataclysmic outcome of the Katrina response should not have happened at all. Homeland Security had already established the National Incident Management System (NIMS), which is based on California’s Incident Command System, a communications strategy established in the aftermath of devastating wildfires in that state in the 1970s. NIMS establishes management structures, includes mutual-aid agreements and mobilization protocols, and sets standards to provide a consistent incident management approach for government and private entities at all levels. Homeland Security Presidential Directive 5 requires all federal departments to adopt the NIMS incident command structure into their emergency management programs. Unfortunately, NIMS is also a new system that many find challenging to adopt, which ultimately hampers its effectiveness. 

But the need for such a system is apparent. Katrina and 9/11 have taught us that interoperability, data resource standardization, and, most importantly, coordination are the keys to the future of emergency management. Current practice is for individual entities involved in a response to operate from an Incident Action Plan (required by NIMS) that maps out the group’s strategies. However, Incident Action Plans are not designed to collaborate with the many organizations responding to the same incident. Additionally, agencies may use differing standards. The result fits the cliché: The right hand doesn’t know what the left hand is doing.

To address these many issues, San Francisco-based Emergency Services Interactive Systems (ESIS-Systems.com) has come up with an innovative solution to assist in the development of Incident Action Plans — the core of ICS. The Coordinated NIMS Incident Planner (CNIP) is a software program that combines local, state, and federal levels with independent response organizations to create a coordinated multiple-agency plan that can be managed through a server from which all incident managers participating in an event (pre-planned or actual) can operate. The software program encompasses all levels of response organizations. 

CNIP was rolled out at the 2007 All Star Game in San Francisco. The game became the first large-scale event to be managed by a single, coordinated emergency response plan. The software program brought together agencies that had never before collaborated on a unified Incident Action Plan. That included, in San Francisco: Police, Fire, Sheriff, Public Health, Parking and Traffic, Public Works, and the Municipal Transportation Agency. At the federal level: Homeland Security, Coast Guard, Postal Service, FBI, 95th Civil Support Team, and the Department of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms.

At the All Star Game, CNIP achieved something immensely important: A joint Incident Action Plan was created that incorporated the completed plans of each participating organization. CNIP, which meets all standards and criteria for NIMS, allowed for centralized management of emergency procedures for all the official activities involved with the game. For the first time, all plans were thoroughly integrated and coordinated, and relevant information instantly obtainable by each organization. CNIP optimized communication between command centers — the ultimate goal of the National Incident Management System. 

“There’s a real need for CNIP,” says San Francisco Fire Captain Mark Johnson, a CNIP developer. “The NIMS structure cannot work without a thorough IAP, which is cumbersome and time consuming. Preparing IAP forms is often the holdup in the response planning process, especially when things change, which is par for the course even in small events. CNIP makes the entire process easy to complete.”
Comprehensive planning and ease of use are other notable factors of this new product. CNIP ensures consistency by standardizing the ICS forms, which cover all the essential sections required by NIMS. The software uses a wizard that guides planners through their IAP development. Information is input only once, and relevant data is automatically transferred wherever it is needed throughout all the IAP forms — which minimizes mistakes and omissions of data. Also, CNIP gives first responder agencies the flexibility to react to the developments of an increasing catastrophe. It allows the NIMS organizational structure to mature or shrink in size, based upon the demands of the incident. It also allows for on-going refinement of a plan through each operational period. Additionally, critical materials are automatically created, including phone lists, organization charts, and task scheduling. 

With a completed IAP, the management structure within the Incident Command System is established and can be accessed by field command and other operations centers. CNIP also tracks personnel and response organizations while collecting all costs as they are incurred. With this capability, emergency managers get detailed information instantly. The goal of CNIP is this: When incorporated by local, state, and national first responders, as well as utilities, transportation, and NGOs like the Salvation Army and Red Cross, the entire country can achieve complete interoperability.

The benefits of this groundbreaking new software are apparent. CNIP meets and exceeds all the objectives of an Incident Action Plan: establish a chain of command, create a defined communications strategy, set safety standards for performance, and provide compatibility and interoperability with all organizations involved with pre-event planning or an actual disaster. The software delivers a system of seamless communication, allowing for the timely exchange of information, resources and equipment between all levels of government. CNIP can also incorporate responders from outside the government’s purview — a crucial advantage in today’s responder environment.

CNIP is now used to develop training. The software meets NIMS’ training standards and covers its full course curricula. NIMS trainers use the completed IAP as a tabletop or field exercise.

“No stand-alone software has the potential offered by this inclusive software program,” says retired San Francisco Police Sergeant Dan Linehan, a CNIP developer. “CNIP is designed as a one-stop plan to handle all response efforts from all agencies. CNIP is the only solution that provides the capacity, capability, and flexibility needed by our nation’s first responders. For the first time, fire and police departments, state and federal agencies, and independent response organizations will all be on the same page with each other.”

