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New Emergency Response Technology

at The Republican National Convention

The 2008 Republican National Convention will be noted for yet another “first” — its use of important new technology in the field of emergency response.

The Saint Paul Fire Department had quickly realized that the complexities of the huge event required sophisticated emergency planning that went beyond their current methods. The hi-tech solution they chose comes from the rapidly expanding new field of emergency response technology. The growing public demand for better, faster, stronger responses spawned the new industry.

Saint Paul Fire Captain Brian Kroeger and his staff researched new solutions to their normal planning processes and selected the Coordinated NIMS Incident Planner, or CNIP, to provide the support they needed. The new software allowed Kroeger’s department to manage their complex staffing requirements in a fully flexible platform — a huge advantage in pre-planning or in an actual emergency, since both are guaranteed to change directions without notice.

“One and a half months before the event, we thought we knew what our organization would look like,” said Kroeger. “But everything changed” after a planning meeting with the first-responder agencies involved with the Convention. “With CNIP, we could make changes and update our plans,” he said. 


The U.S. Department of Homeland Security had given the Convention a National Special Security Event status — the very highest security rating. As the country watched the historic proceedings, the SPFD worked tirelessly with the Saint Paul Police Department, the lead agency for the event, to ensure optimum response capabilities. They needed to be ready for absolutely any scenario.

Fortunately, the Convention concluded without a major incident. Thousands of media people, some 12,000 protestors, almost 2,000 delegates, and a couple thousand more Convention attendees added to the 3.2 million population of the Twin Cities metropolitan area. “It’s a small area,” said Kroeger. “If something were to happen, it would affect the whole area.” 

Organizing emergency response for such a complex event is a huge undertaking. All participating agencies had to complete an Incident Action Plan, a government-required series of forms that map out each group’s strategy. The problem is that many planners find the prerequisite to be an administrative roadblock. 

The SPFD solved the problem with CNIP, developed by San Francisco-based Emergency Services Interactive Systems (ESIS-Systems.com). The software assists in the development and management of Incident Action Plans — the core of the Incident Command System. CNIP simplifies the planning process and allows for centralized management of emergency response procedures. 

Developed in the aftermath of terrible wildfires that ravished California in the 1970s, the Incident Command System ensures a standardized, on-scene, all-hazard approach to incident management. It addresses hierarchy and communications standards, and coordinates interaction between the different agencies responding to the same emergency. CNIP is a hi-tech means of complying with these criteria. (CNIP meets all Incident Action Plan standards and criteria as mandated by Presidential Homeland Security Directive 5.)
Another challenge facing the SPFD: Staffing the event meant a significant increase in personnel. While their normal day consists of 115 fire and EMS workers, the Convention, the largest event ever handled by the city, required as many as 180 full-time fire and EMS workers to be on staff at all times — a potential scheduling nightmare. 

“Since we weren’t the lead agency, it was hard to see our organizational structure,” Kroeger said. But, he said, CNIP’s interface, and it’s ability to drag and drop personnel on an organization tree, made the constant changes workable. “With that capability,” he said, “I could more easily change reporting. Toward the end, when I had (the plan) how I wanted it, I could move people around easily.” 

SPFD fire and EMS personnel were divided into two operational periods — from midnight to noon, and from noon to midnight — and assigned to one of three separate units: inside the Xcel Energy Center, which required special credentialing from the Secret Service; outside the building, which required a different set of credentials; and the regular positions throughout the city. Each unit was run like an independent branch with a single leader; and one operations chief managed from the command post inside the building. 

Each of the SPFD units, including Hazmat, fire suppression, and EMS, collaborated on the department’s response strategy. The completed 30-page plan was then transferred into CNIP. Since the full version would have been too cumbersome to use effectively, the SPFD used CNIP to create one-page plans that were distributed to staff. The software’s ease of use and flexibility simplified the process. “CNIP put the plan into a useable format,” Kroeger said. “The one-page plans were easier to look at.” 

Kroeger said his department had learned a lot from the 2007 Twin Cities Marathon, which provided real experience with a mass casualty scenario. The unusually high temperatures that day triggered an onslaught of runners requiring immediate medical attention.

“Our Incident Commander realized early on that we needed more resources,” Kroeger said. “It was a good lesson for us. It taught us to think ahead as to where things could go, what resources were needed, and how to integrate it all into our command structure. This is the Incident Command System way of organizing a big event where things are expected to happen.”

The SPFD treated the marathon as a planned emergency, which is also how they approached the Republican National Convention. “We planned ahead,” Kroeger said, “although we didn’t know where it would go. All core missions could be called upon at the same time, like a mass casualty incident.”

Although the Saint Paul Fire Department used CNIP to manage its emergency response plan, CNIP can also be used to develop plans and connect them to different agencies — something that has never before been available. The software’s debut at the 2007 All Star Game in San Francisco was a huge success and gave national attention to the possibilities offered by the new software. CNIP brought together agencies that had never before collaborated on a unified Incident Action Plan, including the Police and Fire Departments, Sheriff, Public Health, Transportation, Public Works, FBI, Homeland Security, Coast Guard, and the 95th Civil Support Team.

“Never before have multiple agencies been united to form a single coordinated response plan,” said Dan Linehan, CNIP Co-Developer. “Each organization had a role to fill. And for the first time we created a uniform, pre-planned response effort that solved the usual communications problems and maximized resources. Through CNIP, we set a new standard for disaster planning.”

Funding distributed through the Department of Homeland Security is meant not just for relief aid, but also to encourage advances in the response process, which has not been adequate to handle our nation’s increasing needs. Innovation in the field is also spurred by a growing number grants now available to first response agencies. The combined possibilities give emergency planners the chance to update their fleets, rebuild infrastructures, and seek out new technology.

