Session No. 40
Course Title: Disaster Response Operations and Management

Session Title: Emergency Operations Centers

Time: 50 minutes

Objectives: 
40.1 
Define what an emergency operations center is and note difference from ICS.

40.2 
Discuss the characteristics of an emergency operations center.

40.3
Identify common challenges facing those present in the emergency operations center.

40.4
Indicate how emergency managers may utilize emergency operations centers to better manage a disaster.

Scope:
In the following session, the professor will define the concept of an emergency operations center and note how it is similar to but different than ICS.  The professor will then provide information about the nature of emergency operations centers including its location, structure and functions.  After identifying the problems that confront those present in the emergency operations center, the professor will indicate how emergency managers can effectively manage disaster responses with the EOC.
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Handouts:

What is an Emergency Operations Center?

ICS/EOC Differences

EOC Functions

Typical Challenges in the EOC

Steps to Establish/Manage the EOC

Remarks:
1. Prior to presenting the material in this session, the professor may wish to review the prior session (since there is a very close but unique relationship between ICS and the EOC).

2.
The professor should take extra measures to ensure that students understand the similarities, differences, and unique overlap between ICS and EOC operations.

3.
A number of guest speakers can be asked to visit the class and discuss emergency operations centers.  This may include, in addition to the local emergency manager, any of the representatives in the EOC (the mayor, city manager, American Red Cross disaster workers and others from the fire department, police department, public works, etc.). 

4.
The professor may wish to take his class on a field trip to an actual EOC in order to help students understand the physical and operational elements of this facility.

Objective 40.1

Define what an emergency operations center is and note difference


from ICS.

Present the following as a lecture:

I. There is really very little known about emergency operations centers in the research literature (Perry 1995, 37). 

II.
We do know, however, that in any major disaster, the emergency manager and other key leaders are likely to open and manage the response from the emergency operations center (EOC).  But even those in the field interact with those in the EOC.  Therefore, it is vitally important that everyone understand what the EOC is.

A.
According to the Federal Emergency Management Agency, “the Emergency Operations Center is the central direction, control, and coordination point for emergency operations . . . . It is the place to decide what specific information should go to persons carrying out an ‘emergency service’ operation” (FEMA 1981).

B.
“The EOC serves as the master coordination and control point for all counter-disaster efforts” (Perry 1991, 204).

C.
In summary, the EOC is a location where key decision makers gather information about the disaster, assess policy options regarding the event, facilitate field operations for emergency service and other disaster personnel, and manage the entire response to the disaster.  

III.
Emergency managers and others should be aware that, while there are similarities between ICS and the EOC, they are not the same thing.  

A.
Both ICS and EOC have the common goal of coordinating the response, and they work together to minimize disruption, save lives, and protect property and the environment.

1.
For instance, the incident commander may radio the EOC for additional resources (e.g., personnel, mutual aid, barricades, sandbags, etc.).  The EOC attempts to acquire these and updates incident command on their arrival. 

B.
They may also have similar organizational structures (to be discussed below in Objective 33.2).  In other words, both may include representatives from the fire department, police department, Red Cross, etc.

C.
Nonetheless, there are substantial differences between ICS and EOC.

1.
First, incident command is utilized in almost every emergency or disaster event (ranging from car accidents to major earthquakes).  In contrast, EOCs are not generally open or utilized in small incidents; they are typically staffed and employed in larger disasters.

a.
Note: Both may operate in the same incident, but incident command becomes less important when the event is widespread and particularly destructive.

2. Second, incident command is a field level coordination point.  EOCs are located at the headquarters level and are responsible for coordinating much larger and more complex response operations. 

3.
Third, incident command generally includes emergency service personnel (first responders) whereas emergency operations centers include city leadership (decision makers).

a.
However, police and fire service leadership will be represented in most EOCs (Scanlon 1994, 58).

4.
Fourth, incident command generally involves a limited number of agencies.  On the other hand, EOCs may include a much broader number of agencies (such as representatives from parks and recreation, the engineering department, utility companies, non-profit organizations, etc.).

a. “At the municipal level, one usually finds representatives from police, fire fighting, emergency medical services, and public works (streets and transportation).  Public and private utilities (gas, water, electricity), and the Red Cross (or Salvation Army or whatever organizations manage victim’s sheltering and welfare) are also usually represented.  In addition to these, representatives of organizations associated with higher levels of government (county, state, provincial, national) normally occupy the community EOC.  One would expect representation by higher jurisdictional authorities to be unique to the specific disaster event.  For example in the USA, if a municipality was threatened by volcanic eruption one would expect to find staff of the US Geological Survey in the EOC” (Perry 1995, 38).

b.
As an example, after a train derailment in Mississauga, Canada, “The EOC at first included local, then regional officials.  Gradually, however, the leadership changed – a provincial cabinet minister took over the chair – and the numbers present increased rapidly.  There were chemical experts from nearby chemical companies from Dow Chemical in Sarnia.  There were officials from the railway, the DPR.  There were officials from the federal Canadian Transport Commission.  There was the mayor of Mississauga and the regional chairperson, a provincial cabinet minister and representatives of various provincial departments.  And it was no longer one person from an agency.  Some agencies had gone from one to two, three, even four or five persons . . . . Police were arriving from the OPP (the provincial force) from Metro Toronto and – after the formal request for assistance – from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP).  Fire response had expanded to include firefighters from Brampton and Etobicoke” (Scanlon 1994, 66 citing Scanlon with Padgham 1980). 

5. Finally, incident command is concerned with tactical decisions and operations (e.g., fighting a fire at a specific location).  EOCs focus on strategic issues instead.  Rather than giving attention to fire suppression at the corner of 5th and Elm, EOCs oversee the deployment of fire personnel and apparatus based on needs for the entire response operation. 

a. “A good EOC allows on-scene emergency response managers to focus on the tasks at hand, confident that a fully trained staff of resource professionals is backing them up.  During an emergency situation, such functions as managing operational resources, policy decision making, distributing information to the public and the media, and hosting important people are often best removed from the immediacy of the scene, and the EOC can be an ideal location for them” (Moore 1998, 1).
b. “An EOC is an effective way to achieve coordination among agencies responding to a major emergency or disaster.  The absence of an EOC seems to encourage the opposite” (Scanlon 1994, 70).
Objective 40.2
Discuss the nature and characteristics of an emergency operations center.
Present the following as a lecture:

I.
 According to Ronald Perry (1991), the EOC is a place, structure and function.  Each of these will be discussed in turn.

A.
EOC as place.

1.
The EOC is a location where the overall response to the disaster is managed.  

a.
It is typically a permanent facility, often in a department headquarters, city hall or another publicly owned building.

b.
There can be temporary units also – EOCs that are quickly set up after a disaster in a room that has multiple purposes (e.g., the training room in the county offices).

2.
EOC floor plans vary dramatically (i.e., there is no correct floor plan for every community).  

a. “EOCs are tremendously variable, especially among municipalities” (Perry 1995, 37).

b. “A wide array of types and designs of emergency command and control centers exists within the United States.  These range from simple, inexpensive single or adjoining rooms with several telephones and radios to multimillion-dollar, stand-alone facilities with the latest warning and communications technology” (Moore 1998, 2).
c. “Some popular practical floor plans include arena-like, semi-round centers with a central management or information display areas in the middle; square or rectangular rooms with various operations positions around the side and equipment or information technology in the middle or to one side of the room; and clusters or rooms adjoining or near each other with designated operational functions group in each room” (Moore 1998, 5).

d. Typically, many EOCs have a large open room (where most of the representatives meet to manage the response), a separate room for key decision makers, restroom facilities, and a break area.   

e. Rarely, however, does an EOC consist of a single room.  Often an EOC is a series or cluster of closely positioned or interconnected rooms with various designated functions.  For example, one center may have a small conference room for political leaders to analyze the information being received by the main EOC area.  Such a place may be only a small room where leaders can discuss and declare states of emergency, area curfews, policy decisions, and possible response alternatives” (Moore 1998, 5).

3.
EOCs contain an operational area with desks, chairs, computers, TVs, phones, and other communications equipment.  

a. 
“The main EOC action area or operational floor may be adjacent to or near the policy group meeting room . . . or may even be located in another building.  This operational floor is where the real action – and thus the noise – can be expected.  This is also where those persons with emergency or resource skills are operating, where information comes in from the disaster sites or the on-scene incident commander, where data are recorded, and where resources are identified and dispatched to the locations in most need.  And this is the focal point for controlling information and resources that are being provided to assist stricken neighboring jurisdictions, as well as for providing status reports to other levels of government (county, state or federal).  At a minimum, several telephones, a fax, perhaps one or more televisions, some type of erasable status boards, radios, and other equipment will be placed here” (Moore 1998, 5).  

4.
Note: In any disaster, multiple EOCs may be open.  This may include EOCs for the affected jurisdiction, utility companies, non-profit organizations, and other levels of government (county, state, federal).

a.
“In large municipalities, fire and police departments operate their own EOCs; sometimes these units are based in routine dispatch areas” (Perry 1995, 38).
B.
EOC as Structure.

1.
The EOC also has a structure, meaning it permits and includes the organization of agencies responding to the disaster.

a.
Some EOCs may have a single large table where each agency meets to discuss the disaster and how to respond to it.  

b.
Most EOCs may have a series of individual desks for each agency.

· “In this organizational design . . . resources are merely titled under very general disciplines, such as fire, law enforcement or police, utilities, and so on” (Moore 1998, 7).

c.
Other EOCs are organized according to ESFs (Emergency Support Functions).

d.
Many EOCs are now organizing in accordance with the sections of incident command (e.g., planning, operations, logistics, and finance/administration). 

C.
EOC as Function.

1.
The well-known disaster sociologist, E.L. Quarantelli, suggests (1979) that EOCs perform several important functions in disasters (see also Perry 1995):

a. Information gathering.  After a disaster occurs, one of the primary functions of the EOC is to gather information about what happened, why it happened, how many people are injured/dead, what areas are flooded/on fire, what resources are needed, how to respond most effectively. 

b. Policy making.  Public officials will meet with the emergency manager and key department leaders to identify what needs to be accomplished during the response to the disaster, what options there are for accomplishing those goals, and which alternative is most likely to ameliorate the situation. 

c. Operations management.  EOCs help to meet agent-generated demands that disasters create.  For instance, a flood will create the need for sandbags, an earthquake will require ongoing assessments of damages, and a tornado may necessitate search and rescue operations. 

d. Coordination.  Another task the EOC performs is coordination of response-generated demands.  If sand bags are needed, the EOC may help to acquire them.  If an assessment of damages is required, the EOC may organize teams for that purpose.  If search and rescue is necessitated, the EOC may communicate with special teams from local, state and federal governments.    

e. Hosting visitors.  Politicians and public servants from various levels of governments may visit the EOC to determine what is going on, offer assistance and make special recommendations for the response. 

f. Public Information.  In order to keep citizens apprised of the unfolding of the disaster and what they can do to protect themselves, the EOC will communicate with the media to relay vital information.  

g. Record keeping.  Because disaster response is costly and involves hundreds of personnel and equipment from numerous agencies, the EOC will track expenses and human and material resources.
Objective 40.3
Identify common challenges facing those present in the emergency operations center.

Present the following as a lecture.

I.
The management of EOCs presents a number of problems for those involved in disaster response operations.
A. Quarantelli has identified several challenges pertaining to EOCs:

1. “The location of the EOC is in the impact area forcing it to relocate when disaster strikes; 

2. access to the EOC is so badly controlled that it becomes cramped and crowded, which may lead to decisions being made by a small group meeting separately; 

3. membership changes constantly making it difficult to establish continuity in decision making; 

4. it isn’t clear, at many incidents, who is managing the EOC itself” (in Scanlon 1994, 55).

B.
In addition, Quarantelli notes that “there sometimes develops at EOCs a high degree of coordination among clusters of organizations working on the same or similar disaster tasks or problems and coordination is not extended to groups outside the given cluster” (1978).

C.
Perry has suggested there are other challenges in the EOC environment: pressure to take action, limited and uncertain information, shifting priorities, overlapping lines of authority and responsibility (1991, 210).

1.
Pressure to take action.  There is a great deal of stress in EOCs.  This is a result of the many tasks that have to be accomplished in disasters and significant constraints on time (i.e., people’s lives are at stake).

2.
Limited and uncertain information.  There may be too little or inaccurate knowledge about what is occurring as the disaster unfolds.  This complicates decision making in the EOC.

a.
“The decision climate of the EOC is also influenced by limited and uncertain information . . . . Even when an EOC has access to a number of sources, the information it receives may be conflicting” (Perry 1991, 210).

3.
Shifting priorities.  As new information arrives in the EOC, or as incorrect or incomplete messages are clarified, the goals of response may quickly change.
4.
Overlapping lines of authority and responsibility.  The presence of numerous agencies creates organizational confusion, conflict, and competition over who has jurisdiction over geographic areas, response functions, etc.
a.
 “The EOC climate is characterized by stress that arises from overlapping lines of authority and responsibility” (Perry 1991, 210).
D.
Further complications in the EOC include:

1.
Communications problems are very common in EOCs (Scanlon 1994).

2.
“The simplest roadblock – not knowing how to use certain computer software or how to monitor a particular radio frequency – will become a major inconvenience to team members when it distracts them from their support mission during an activation” (Moore 1998, 10).

3.
After an airplane crash at an airport in Newfoundland, the airport manager felt that too many people were wandering in and out of the EOC (Scanlon 1994, 60).

4.
“Membership in the EOCs studied proved to be quite fluid” (Scanlon 1994).

5.
“In summary, decision making at the EOC is carried on in a high-pressure, emotionally charged atmosphere” (Perry 1991, 210).
E.
“The concern with problems and difficulties should not obscure the fact that the concept of an EOC for disasters is an extremely valid one.  In most emergencies DRC has studied, EOCs have functioned relatively well” (Quarantelli as cited by Scanlon 1994, 70). 

Objective 40.4 
Illustrate how emergency managers may utilize emergency operations centers to better manage a disaster.

Present the following as a lecture:

I. There are a number of things that can be done to overcome typical EOC problems and ensure successful disaster response operations.
A.
“There can be no better tool to sell political leadership on the need for development and funding of centralized emergency resource management facilities than a recent natural or man-made disaster in the local area.  Emergency managers or officials seeking to educate their own political leaders on the need for an EOC need only review their own or the neighboring areas’ handling of past or recent emergencies to encourage the support they seek.  The study of both successful and less-than-successful disaster management scenarios within other parts of the United States and elsewhere can also provide valuable lessons for the creation of a centralized crisis resource management facility” (Moore 1998, 2). 

B.
Locate the EOC in a safe area (FEMA 1995, 1-6).
1.
“Before deciding where an EOC should be located and what it should contain, planners should carefully analyze the area’s potential threats.  A careful and comprehensive threat analysis is absolutely critical to effective EOC development . . . ” (Moore 1998, 3).
2.
“In other words, the EOC should be located and designed to withstand the most likely and most intense identified threats.  If hurricanes, with their high winds and potential for large amounts of rainfall in a short period of time, are the greatest potential threat in your area, serious consideration should be given to wind-resistant construction, roof design, and susceptibility to flooding” (Moore 1998, 3).
C.
Have an alternate location in case the EOC is affected by the disaster (FEMA 1995, 1-6).
1.
Relocate the EOC if needed and improvise as required (see Kendra and Wachtendorf 2003).

D.
Determine the best space configuration for the community EOC (FEMA 1995, 2-4)

E.
Identify and acquire the equipment and supplies that will be needed (FEMA 1995, 2-4).

1.
This may include computers, phones, fax machines, desks, tables, chairs, etc.

2.
“Television also enables emergency personnel in the EOC to monitor what the news media are reporting to the public and to quickly contact the media to make corrections on such items as where and when shelters or public facilities (e.g., schools) are being opened or closed.  Being able to monitor televised news reports also allows your staff to gauge how accurately and rapidly the media relay detailed reports that emanate from your center or local offices.  In the context, one or more televisions should be considered highly desirable in the equipment inventory” (Moore 1998, 9).

F.
Address life support requirements (sleeping accommodations, food service, water, sanitary facilities, medical supplies, heating, ventilation and air conditioning) (FEMA 1995, 3-11-12).

G.
Have backup power and communications (FEMA 1995, 1-6).

1.
“Backup power, telephone, radio, and computer system placement and compatibility, as well as the structural survivability of the potential facility, should all be considered in light of the threat assessment” (Moore 1998, 3).

H. Maintain and update EOC personnel contact list (FEMA 1995, 2-6).
I. Clarify under what criteria the EOC will be opened.  For instance, will the EOC be opened for a tornado watch or warning?
J. Control access to the EOC with guards or identification cards.  Allow in essential personnel only.
K. Have people working in the EOC take frequent breaks to reduce stress.
L.  “If you are not currently using your local area Amateur Radio Emergency Service/Amateur Radio Communications Emergency Services Personnel, you might investigate providing an active role for these civilian radio operators in your EOC development process.  Besides being familiar with various types of radio and computer communications services, they are adept at acquiring discount, surplus and seldom-used communications equipment and spare parts.  Additionally, they may be of great assistance in providing backup amateur radio communications, should your systems become damaged or destroyed in an event.  These eager volunteers are usually organized and can be dispatched during times of emergency to key locations such as public shelters, disaster scenes, and hospitals to keep your EOC advised on the numbers of people injured or seeking shelter, or the resources and equipment arriving in a specific area.  Civilian radio operators are usually mobile as well and can be teamed up with damage assessment or medical teams during operations in impact areas where normal communication has been lost or limited.  When considering communications redundancy, you should not overlook this potential asset” (Moore 1998, 9).
M. “The design of an effective EOC training program can be as important the design of the EOC itself.  Attaining the single most important purpose of your EOC development-the ability to manage large-scale incidents effectively-will not happen merely because you have designed and equipped a suitable site.  The true value of an EOC development process will be measured by its success in a real-world event or disaster.  Training and exercising are keys to success” (Moore 1998, 10).
1.
 “Training in depth, simply stated, means cross-training staff in several functions as needed.  The reason for this is that, owing to the nature of some types of disasters, an EOC might be activated for several days or weeks, 24 hours a day.  Given the need for staff relief during long-term activation and the fact that key people may be on vacation or unavailable  when an event strikes, it is essential to have more than one trained person in any specific position” (Moore 1998, 10).
N.
“The most common management situation was to have the EOC run by the political head of the affected community, either the mayor or someone equivalent” (Scanlon 1994, 60).  This eliminates questions of authority and responsibility.
O.
The management of EOCs can also be enhanced through periodic exercises.
1. This may include personnel coordinating necessary EOC functions (e.g., warning, evacuation, damage assessment, debris management, etc.).

2. It is also recommended that equipment be tested on a frequent basis.  Communications capabilities and backup power may not work at all or adequately in a disaster.  Radios and generators should be rigorously tested on a routine basis to verify operability or ensure repair before disaster strikes.   

Questions to be asked:

1.
What is an emergency operations center?

2.
What is the relationship between ICS and the EOC?

3.
Is ICS similar to or different than the EOC?

4.
An EOC is described as being a place, structure and function.  What does this mean?

5.
What problems can those present in the EOC expect?

6.
What are some issues to consider when trying to establish an EOC?

7.
What can be done to manage the EOC effectively during disaster response?

What is An Emergency Operations Center?

“The Emergency Operations Center is the central direction, control, and coordination point for emergency operations . . . . It is the place to decide what specific information should go to persons carrying out an ‘emergency service’ operation” (FEMA 1981).

“The EOC serves as the master coordination and control point for all counter-disaster efforts” (Perry 1991, 204).

The EOC is a location where key decision makers gather information about the disaster, assess policy options regarding the event, and facilitate field operations for emergency service and other disaster personnel.  

ICS/EOC Differences


ICS





EOC

Small emergencies 


Major disasters


Field level




Headquarters level


Emergency service 


City leadership


Limited agencies 


Unlimited agencies


Tactical Perspective 


Strategic Orientation
EOC Functions

· Information gathering

· Policy making

· Operations management

· Coordination

· Hosting visitors

· Public Information

Typical Challenges in the EOC
· Location

· Access control

· Membership changes

· Who is managing EOC

· Coordination

· Pressure to take action

· Limited and Uncertain information

· Shifting priorities

· Overlapping lines of authority and responsibility
· Communications
· Not knowing how to use equipment
· Too many people
Stress

Steps to Establish/Manage the EOC
· Sell EOC idea to politicians

· Locate EOC in safe area

· Have alternate EOC

· Determine appropriate layout

· Identify and acquire needed equipment and supplies

· Address life support needs/requirements
· Provide backup power and communications

· Maintain list of EOC users

· Determine criteria to open EOC

· Control access to the EOC

· Take frequent breaks

· Use amateur radio operators

· Train personnel on EOC operations

· Have a politician oversee EOC/response duties
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