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PREFACE 
 

 This volume was originally written as a study guide 
to assist individuals preparing for the Certified Crisis 
Operations Manager examination.  It still fulfills that 
function for certification candidates.  The organizational 
structure reflects the organizational structure of the common 
body of knowledge, skills, and abilities required for the 
examination.  The focus is the period immediately before 
disaster onset, the impact, and immediate post impact.  This 
volume does not address other disaster periods or 
programmatic management of emergency management.  
 
 However, the present volume does more than serve as 
a study guide.  I have attempted to codify current best 
command and control practices in the management of the 
immediate response to major emergencies and disasters.  For 
students, this is a basic guidebook to the procedures of 
managing emergency operations.  For working emergency 
managers, this is a reference handbook.  And for researchers, 
this is a partial snapshot in time of practices reported in 
practitioner literature and observed in field and Emergency 
Operations Center operations.  However, I have critically 
examined standard approaches and suggested alternatives 
where, based on my experience and that of others, I believe 
conventional wisdom to be reasonably subject to challenge. 
 
 This volume is dedicated to Cisco, a very busy 
English Springer Spaniel, who, like many responders, would 
occasionally translate his experience of life on the high 
plains into sitting in the window and baying at the moon. 

 
   Walter G. Green III 
   Glen Allen, Virginia, May 2001
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
Major emergencies and disasters are complex events with 
outcomes that may significantly impact local communities, 
states and regions, and even nations.  Early recognition of 
the threat, combined with effective management of available 
resources during and immediately after the event, has the 
potential to limit death, injury, and physical damage and 
reduce disruption to political, economic, and social systems.    
 
The Phases of Disaster 
 
Understanding of disaster processes in the United States has 
focused over the past two decades on a four phase 
emergency management program cycle used by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency117,256 (see Chapter 8).  This 
cycle makes sense as a programmatic tool for the allocation 
of staff, funds, and program effort.  However, it is 
questionable whether it accurately describes the life cycle of 
disasters, and, therefore, whether it is a sound basis for the 
management of the actual disaster response.  If we examine a 
disaster from the disaster’s perspective, rather than from our 
perspective as victims or responders, the suggested sequence 
in Table 1-1 might be a more accurate starting point for a 
discussion of disaster phases. 
 
Not every disaster will exhibit all of these phases.  However, 
the sequence appears to be at least superficially valid.  For 
example, in an earthquake,17,68,88,102,108 the existing fault and 
plate structure is the Pre-Existing Condition, which is 
subjected to the Evolving Condition of increased settlement 
and infrastructure construction in areas in the potential 
earthquake zone.    The earthquake history of the fault serves 
 



 2

Table 1-1.  Suggested Disaster Centric Phases 
 

Phase Description 
Pre-Existing Conditions Conditions in the natural and built 

environments at rest before the 
application of any forces or 
changes that increase the potential 
for disaster occurrence or impact. 

Evolving Conditions Changes in the state of nature 
which gradually increase the level 
of hazard. 

Prodrome Events which signal the potential 
for the onset of a disaster, often 
subtly, and often recognized only 
in retrospect. 

Initial Event The first event that can be clearly 
identified as being part of the 
current disaster. 

Contributing Forces Natural or man-made forces which 
increase the scope or force of the 
disaster or change its character. 

Impact The point at which disaster effects 
are felt by human or animal 
populations or have a significant 
ecological effect. 

Associated Disaster An impact of a different type that 
results from the main impact. 

Residual Impacts Second and subsequent events or 
phases of the initial event that 
extend the disaster in space and 
time. 

Restoration of 
Equilibrium 

The gradual dissipation of disaster 
effects and the return to a non-
disaster state of nature. 
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as a Prodrome81 to the Initial Event, which may be 
foreshocks.  Failure to adopt adequate building codes 
becomes a Contributing Force for the event, as the main 
shock occurs as the Impact.  Aftershocks become the 
Residual Impact, and, as these decrease, Equilibrium is 
eventually restored.  If this earthquake resulted in a dam 
failure, the resulting flooding would be an Associated 
Disaster. 
 
Table 1-2 compares this model to the standard four-phase 
model of Mitigation through Recovery.  In trying to 
understand the actual disaster event from a response 
perspective, restricting the analysis by incorporating a wide 
variety of parts of the event into one phase may lead to a 
misunderstanding of the difficulty of the problem. 
 
 

Table 1-2.  Comparison of Models 
 

Disaster Centric Model Phases of Emergency 
Management 

Pre-Existing Conditions Mitigation, Preparedness 
Evolving Conditions Mitigation, Preparedness 
Prodrome Mitigation, Preparedness 
Initial Event Preparedness, Response 
Contributing Forces Mitigation, Preparedness, 

Response 
Impact Response 
Associated Disaster Response 
Residual Impacts Response 
Restoration of Equilibrium Response, Recovery, 

Mitigation 
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The Crisis 
 
In either of these models, there inevitably comes a point at 
which the situation has become unstable and may take a turn 
for either the better or the worse.  This point is defined as a 
crisis.81,93  The crisis is commonly overlooked in emergency 
management literature.  Recently the term has been adopted 
as a synonym for law enforcement activity in terrorist events.  
This is clearly a theoretical error, even if its wonderful public 
relations for the law enforcement community.  The crisis in a 
disaster is a critical point that may occur at any time in the 
various disaster phases.  Recognition of the crisis point and 
effective action to control the crisis will result in as positive 
an outcome as is possible.81  Overlook the crisis, and the 
disaster will escalate out of control to a far worse outcome.     
 
What are examples of crisis points?  On February 4, 1975 the 
Chinese government directed emergency actions for a major 
earthquake based on prodromal signals – the next day the 
earthquake hit.  The minimal loss of life (approximately 300) 
contrasts sharply with the approximately 750,000 killed in 
1976 in the Tangshan earthquake.136,152,269  In 1964 the 
southern coast of Alaska was devastated by an earthquake;105

the lack of an effective tsunami warning system at this crisis 
moment ensured the subsequent associated tsunami that hit 
Crescent City, California, would be a disaster, resulting in 
the deaths of 10 and destruction of 150 buildings in the 
seaside community.25,269  In 1900 warnings by Isaac Cline, 
the chief weather observer at Galveston, based on unusual 
surf and falling barometer (an initial event) were ignored 
until well past the crisis point at which evacuation of 
Galveston Island was no longer possible.128,139  Although 
these examples are all from natural disasters, there are 
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abundant examples in the literature of man-made disasters as 
well.66,81,141,144,180,266 
 
Managing the Emergency – The Sequence of Actions  
 
In response to the sequence of phases of a disaster, there is a 
logical progression of actions to be taken by emergency 
managers.  This progression is summarized in Table 1-3. 
 

Table 1-3.  Management Actions 
 

Management Phase Action Described 
Communications 
Watch 

A heightened state of awareness 
based on the potential for emergence 
of a disaster to allow rapid detection 
of the actual event – may be based 
on prodrome or an initial event. 

Initial Alert Initial alerting of response units to 
allow the start of preparatory 
actions. 

Mobilization Resources are brought to advanced 
readiness and prepared for response 
– resources may be prepositioned. 

Initial Response Initial actions taken to protect the 
population and to put all command 
and control resources on the highest 
state of readiness – such actions as 
precautionary evacuations, opening 
of shelters, and activation of 
emergency operations centers. 

Survival Actions Actions to ride out the impact of the 
disaster event and to preserve the 
capability of response agencies to 
respond. 
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Management Phase Action Described 
Emergency Response Actions to protect life, and to a 

lesser degree property, during the 
impact of the disaster. 

Assessment Initial actions to determine the 
extent of the impact and the 
resulting needs for assistance. 

Emergency Recovery Initial actions taken to reestablish 
critical lifelines and services and to 
prevent further avoidable damage. 

Recovery Actions to identify needs, stabilize 
the impacted community, and 
reestablish social, governmental, 
and economic functions. 

Reconstruction Long term actions to restore the 
community to as close to pre-
disaster conditions as practical. 

  
As noted above in the description of disaster phases, not 
every event will progress through these management phases.  
A rapid onset disaster, such as a tornado may go directly 
from the Communications Watch phase (perhaps based on 
the season) to Survival Actions.  It is also important to note 
that, although it appears there is a logical alignment of 
disaster and management phases, this may not be so for all 
events.  
 
The Command and Control Process 
  
Command and Control, and its counterpart Direction and 
Control, is a process of exercising command and planning 
and directing operations toward a successful conclusion.238

As a process, command and control detects and warns, 
establishes  strategy and tactics and develops plans, allocates  
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Figure 1-1.  Command and Control System Model 
 
External Environment 
disaster effects 
demography and geography 
existing political, social, and economic environment 
media interests 
 

Input 
public policy 

finances 
resources 

internal organizational politics 
leadership attitudes 

 
 

Command and Control Process 
event detection 

warning 
coordination 

strategy development 
plan development 

tactics development 
resource allocation 

task assignment 
operations monitoring 

reporting 
 

 
Output 

successful (or unsuccessful) disaster control 
public policy 

resource and financial expenditure 
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resources, assigns tasks and monitors their completion, and 
reports results.  As a process it is inherently value neutral –
when modeled in a systems model (see Figure 1-1 above), 
the policy inputs determine the social, economic, and 
political outcomes. 
 
For command and control processes to function efficiently, 
there must be a command and control system operational in 
the organization or jurisdiction.  This requires at least three 
components: an organizational structure, management 
processes, and appropriate facilities from which to 
operate.238  The topics in this volume address these three 
components as shown in Figure 1-2, below. 
 

Figure 1-2.  Command and Control Components 
 

Command and Control/Direction and Control 
 

Organizational              Management           Facilities 
Structures              Processes   
 
Incident  Strategy     
Command     Command 
System   Planning  Post 
 
Traditional EOC Communications 
      Emergency 
Emergency   Interface  Operations  
Support     Center (EOC) 
Function  Risk Control 

 
Departments  Public Information 

 
   Documentation 
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2.  INCIDENT COMMAND AND 
MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS 

 
General Applicability 
 
Incident Command Systems and Incident Management 
Systems provide a standard approach to the management of 
the site of any large scale or emergency event.  There are a 
wide variety of such systems including those advocated by 
the National Wildfire Coordinating Group,165 the National 
Fire Academy,257,258 the National Interagency Incident 
Management System,230 the Incident Management System 
Consortium,157,158 the National Fire Protection 
Association,154,155 the American Society for Testing and 
Materials,12 and Chief Brunacini28 of the Phoenix Fire 
Department.  One version, the Standardized Emergency 
Management System,30 an outgrowth of FIRESCOPE,82,250 is 
mandated in California for operations both at incident sites 
and in Emergency Operations Centers.  Although there are 
terminology, organizational structure, and focus distinctions 
between the many systems, I would suggest there are no 
substantive differences in either structure or outcomes.   
 
Incident Management Structures 
 

General Characteristics 
 

Although not every organization has adopted an 
incident command or management system, most of those that 
have, have adopted a system that shares several general 
characteristics.  These include a relatively standard 
organizational structure, specific names for the various levels 
of supervision and standard job titles and terminology,258 and 
an emphasis on span of control and accountability.75,198 
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Incident Commander 
 

The Incident Commander is the individual assigned 
overall responsibility for the successful management of the 
response during an operational period.163  At the start of an 
incident, the Incident Commander is normally provided by 
the organization that has primary legal responsibility for 
response in a specific area.33  In general, there should only be 
one Incident Commander for an incident.182  Multiple 
Incident Commanders from participating agencies operating 
independently diffuse responsibility for overall decision-
making, generate coordination problems, confuse everyone, 
and lead to unsuccessful conclusions. 
 

A number of approaches exist to integrating multiple 
agencies and jurisdictions into an incident command system 
when each organization has functional and legal 
responsibilities for the incident.  The most successful 
approach to unified command under these conditions appears 
to include: 

 
…  integration of Incident Commanders from various 

agencies into a Unified Command Team 
…  the integration of staff members from the various 

agencies into one unified incident command structure 
…  one consolidated Incident Action Plan 
…  one Command Post.168  
 
In some very large incidents it may be necessary to 

split the incident into two incidents for management 
purposes.  In this case, each incident will have an Incident 
Commander and a full Incident Command System.  An Area 
Command Authority may be established to coordinate 
between the two incidents and to make resource allocations 
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to each incident.33  In events that become regional in size, a 
Multi-Agency Coordination System may be activated to 
coordinate resource and support needs between the incidents 
and jurisdictions and mutual aid organizations.164,167 
 

Command Staff 
 

Command Staff officers provide specific support to 
the Incident Commander with functions that are not directly 
involved in service delivery.  The key Command Staff 
functions are:163 
 

Public Information Officer - the single media point of 
contact. 

 
Safety Officer - responsible for identifying safety 

issues and fixing them - Safety Officers may have the 
authority to halt operations if needed. 
 

Liaison Officer - point of contact for agency-to-
agency issues. 
 

General Staff 
 

The General Staff provides the management of the 
delivery of emergency response services.  Supervision is 
layered into as many as four levels:159-162 
 

Section - four major functional divisions of the staff: 
Planning, Operations, Logistics, and Finance and 
Administration.  Planning gathers situation data and prepares 
an overall plan for the next operational period.  Operations 
executes the Incident Action Plan prepared by Planning.  
Logistics provides Operations the support necessary to carry 
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out the plan.  Finance accounts for and manages the costs 
generated by ongoing operations. 

  
Table 2-1. Incident Command System General Staff159-162 

 
Section Branch Unit 

Planning  Resources 
Situation 
Documentation 
Demobilization 
Technical                            

Specialists 
 Staging Area 

Manager 
 
Air Operations  

Operations 

 
Ground 
Operations 

 

 
Service 

 
Communications 
Medical 
Food 

Logistics 

 
Support 

 
Supply 
Facilities 
Ground Support 

Finance and 
Administration 

 Time 
Procurement 
Compensation/Claims 
Cost 

 
 

Branch - a subdivision of Sections based on the 
number of Divisions, Groups, or Units in the Section -
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normally only found in the Operations and Logistics 
Sections.  In the Operations Section, Air and Ground 
Operations may be assigned as separate Branches, or 
Branches may be used to cover other functions or large 
geographical areas.  Logistics may be split into Support and 
Service Branches. 

 
Groups and Divisions - these manage resources in the 

field.  Groups are functional in nature, and Divisions are 
geographic.  The term Sector is used interchangeably with 
Division and Group in some systems.28,36,48,157 
 

Units - individual staff functions within the Plans, 
Logistics, and Finance and Administration Sections are 
designated as Units. 

 
Typical organizational structure of the General Staff 

is shown in Table 2-1. 
 

Organization at the Application Level 
 

Field operations are organized on either a functional 
or geographic basis.  Functional organization means that 
every type of resource that does the same type of thing is 
grouped together.  Thus the organization could include law 
enforcement or security, medical, utility restoration, fire 
fighting, evacuation, or similar combinations of resources.  
Resources assigned functionally are designated by the 
function and the level of supervision, for example, the 
Medical Branch or the Security Group.  Geographic 
organization puts resources in the same physical area under 
the same supervisor.161  Geographic organizational units are 
normally lettered (lettering is based on a geographical 
sectoring of the incident area clockwise) or numbered 
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(numbering is typically used for floors in a building) -- for 
example A Division or Division 1.157 
 

At the resource level, three standard terms are used 
(see Table 2-2).  A single resource is one of anything; for 
example, a single fire engine is a single resource.  A number 
of resources of the same type organized together under a 
single leader and answering to a single radio call sign is a 
Strike Team; for example, five dump trucks might form a 
Dump Truck Strike Team to move material for sandbagging.  
Resources of a different type organized together form a Task 
Force; for example, a police patrol car, fire engine, fire truck, 
and two ambulances working together under a Fire Battalion 
Chief would be a Task Force, and the Chief would be a Task 
Force Leader.33 

 
Table 2-2.  Field Organization33 

 
 

Branch 
 

Division or 
Group 

 
Resource 

 
Air 

 
Air Support Group 
Air Tactical 
Group 

 
Base Manager 
single resource 

 
Ground Functional 

 
Group 

 
Task Force 
Strike Team 
single resource 

 
Ground 
Geographic 

 
Division 

 
Task Force 
Strike Team 
single resource 
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Standard Titles for Levels of Supervision 
 

Standard titles are used to identify supervisors at all 
levels (see Table 2-3).33,165,169  These provide instant 
recognition of the level of responsibility even if the function 
is not familiar. 

 
Table 2-3.  Standard Supervisory Titles33,169 

 
Title Position 

Commander  Incident Commander 
Officer Command staff officer 

working for the Incident 
Commander 

Chief Section supervisor 
Director Branch supervisor 
Supervisor Group or Division supervisor 
Leader Unit, Task Force, or Strike 

Team supervisor 
Manager individual responsible for a 

specific limited area such as 
staging, a cache, a helibase, 
etc.  

Boss individual resource 
supervisor 

 
Span of Control 

 
A significant failing of Incident Command Systems 

has been the relegation of span of control issues to a mantra.  
The standard phrase is that supervisors should supervise 
from 3 to 7 people or units, with the ideal number of people 
to be supervised being 5.18,48,165  More than 7 workers and 
the position should be split into two supervisors.  Less than 3 
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and the position should be combined with another one.  
However, in reality, in complex and high-risk operations a 1 
to 2 or 1 to 1 ratio of supervisor to worker may be 
appropriate.  Similarly, with highly competent workers and a 
low risk situation a higher ratio of 1 to 8 or 1 to 10 may be 
very reasonable.  The important issue is that supervisors 
have a responsibility to assess work levels and hazards and 
provide an appropriate level of direction and control for the 
difficulty and danger of the situation.  This level of direction 
and control may be influenced as much by the reality of the 
span of communications (the ability to effectively 
communicate with subordinates) as it is controlled by 
physical supervision considerations.48   

 
Establishing Incident Command 
 

Actions to Establish Incident Command 
 

Incident command should be established by the first 
emergency unit arriving at an incident site.28,157,185  For 
preplanned events, such as major gatherings, at which an 
incident command system is being used to help manage the 
event, incident command should be initiated with the start of 
event set-up.  Incident command continues until the last 
resource departs and the event is closed.  
 

Some systems allow the first arriving unit to 
immediately start emergency actions and not assume 
command; command is passed to the next-in unit.185,257  In 
theory this allows the first responders to immediately start 
putting out the fire, controlling the leak, treating patients, etc. 
without being burdened by setting up a command structure.  
The danger is that the next unit may be delayed, allowing the 
event to proceed with no one looking at the big picture.  At 
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the same time the second arriving unit cannot supervise or 
account for the safety of the unit that has passed command 
until actually on-scene.157 
  

As a general rule command cannot be assumed by a 
unit that, or individual who, is not physically at the location 
of the event.158 
 

The senior, or most qualified, individual in the first 
arriving unit assumes command by taking the following 
actions in a measured and orderly way: 
 

(1) Assume command - announce to the 
responders on scene assumption of command, make an 
announcement on the radio frequency allocated to the 
incident, and advise the dispatch center.  Name the incident 
if not already done so.  A typical transmission would be 
“Unit 7 assuming Building 404 Command.”185 
 

(2) Establish a Command Post and do not leave 
it.217  Ideally the Command Post should offer a good view of 
at least two sides of the incident. The Command Post may be 
as simple as a single spot where the Incident Commander 
will stand with a clipboard.  The important point is that this 
becomes the focal point for incident management. 
 

(3) Size-up the situation.185  Determine what the 
problem is; how big it is in impact, area covered, people 
involved; what the hazards are; whether it is getting worse; 
where resources will stage resources; and the best access.   
 

(4) Communicate the assessment to the Dispatch 
Center and request additional resources if needed. 
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(5) Establish an initial Incident Action Plan.  This 
is a process of determining what resources are available now, 
where they can be applied to do the most good, and how 
added resources will be used as they arrive.  It can be 
communicated orally as orders to subordinates.48 

 
(6) Establish control of incoming resources.  

Early identification of staging and traffic flow is critical to 
avoid the scene becoming a parking lot through which 
resources cannot be maneuvered.  Consider having resources 
staged in a two level process:48,185 

 
 (a) Level I Staging.  The first resource 

arriving on the scene proceeds to a location suitable for 
setting up Command Post and starts incident command.  
Other initial response resources hold one block short of the 
location, announce their location, and wait to be directed to 
their assignments. 

 
 (b) Level II Staging.  After the initial 

response resources have arrived, the Incident Commander 
establishes a staging location and coordinates with the 
Dispatch Center to direct second and subsequent resource 
assignments to that staging area. 
 

Alternative Systems of Establishing Command 
 
At least one author has suggested that there are 

multiple levels of command, depending on the resources 
committed to an incident and the complexity of the incident. 
157  In this model, shown in Table 2-4, the level of formality 
of command drives the requirements for a Command Post.48

The difficulty with this approach lies in the transition from 
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one mode to another, especially in a rapidly developing 
incident, and the potential for mode confusion.   

 
Table 2-4.  An Alternative Model of Command 

Assumption48,157 
 

Mode Command Incident 
Commander 

Command 
Post 

Nothing 
Showing 

internal to first 
unit – not 
announced 

first arriving 
unit officer 

none 

Fast 
Attack 

first unit 
responds to 
problem – 
second unit 
initiates 

second 
arriving unit 
officer 

none 

Command Informal – one 
unit on scene 

unit officer mobile – 
moves with 
Incident 
Commander 

Command Formal – more 
than one unit 
on scene 

senior officer mobile or 
stationary – 
located at 
vehicle 

Command Unified – more 
than one 
agency on 
scene 

command 
team 

large 
stationary in a 
convenient 
location 

 
Establishing the Incident Command Staff 

 
As additional resources arrive, the Incident 

Commander should establish the staff structure to manage 
the incident.  The positions to be established depend on the 




