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ew places have been safe
Ffrom the reach of the

vicious tendrils of terrorism
in the short time since our last
edition was published. We
have seen attacks involving
major loss of life in Pakistan,
China, South Sudan, Libya, Iraqg, Afghanistan,
Nigeria, Egypt, Sweden, Russia and the UK.
Sadly, this list is by no means exhaustive.

We also witnessed the truly shocking
pictures of people trapped in a high-rise tower
in one of the world’s wealthiest capital cities
(see p28 for Grenfell Tower analysis). On pages
30 and 32 we report on other human-caused
crises, those of malware and cyber crime.

Whether motivated by human malice or
criminality, justified by ideological reasons,
or exacerbated by poor or lackadaisical
emergency planning, vulnerabilities and
weaknesses are still repeatedly exposed.

As CRJ and its authors have consistently
stated over the years, the challenges
presented by such incidents are dwarfed
in terms of the possible human loss
caused by climate disruption. And we
have also examined what happens when
security and climate issues collide.

On the CRJ website, we noted recently
how climate related issues can ripple out
and trigger wider global security crises,
as highlighted by a report that names 12
significant climate and security epicentres,
all of which present extremely serious risks.

As we go to press, Europe is in the grip of
a heatwave dubbed ‘Lucifer’, and wildfires
are raging in many parts of the world, while
catastrophic flooding devastates other areas.

Yet there is still profound resistance, lack of
engagement or willful detachment — whether
politically, economically, or institutionally
—to acknowledge the potential impact of
climate risks. How to embed resilience,
prevention and mitigation in an effective and
meaningful way, so as to engage governments,
businesses, communities and individuals?

A vital first step has to be discarding
some of the entrenched and unproductive
institutional or organisational terminology,
definitions and doctrines that many
organisations seem to adhere to so doggedly.
Interminable pontification about pointless
semantics and pushing narrow, short-term,
self-interested motivations are simply
dodging pressing crisis issues. It is time to
set agendas aside and truly think in global
human terms, eschewing treacherous tunnel
vision and joining up the dots — we need
to see the whole picture for it really is.

Emily Hough
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The Progress of NIMS: Part |

What Is the impact of the

Nicholas B Hambridge, Arnold M Howitt, and David
W Giles gauge the diffusion of the National Incident
Management System across the United States

s a consequence of the September
11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the US
Homeland Security Act of 2002

mandated the creation of the National Incident
Management System (NIMS) to be the
standard method for managing emergency
response operations at all levels of government
regardless of incident type, size, or complexity.

The underlying logic of developing and
deploying an emergency response system like
NIMS/Incident Command System (ICS) rests
on the need for co-ordination of resources,
particularly in major events. Ideally, a robust
emergency response, especially when involving
multiple organisations and jurisdictions,
requires effective collaboration so response
tasks can be carried out with necessary
urgency, maximum feasible effectiveness and
cost-effectiveness, with minimal duplication
of effort or unmet response needs.

The Congressional mandate for NIMS,
however, did not in itself ensure success in
diffusing NIMS practices broadly, let alone
universally. The US has more than 89,000 units
of subnational government — states, counties,
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municipalities, school districts, and special
districts. To achieve the potential benefits of a
standardised emergency management system
that fosters effective co-ordination, NIMS has
to be diffused across levels of government and
jurisdictions, be accepted by diverse professions,
take root in hundreds of thousands of individual
agencies and organisations, and spread through
the public, private, and non-profit sectors.
Unlike many other kinds of innovation,
responsibility for NIMS cannot be assigned to
a special organisational unit in each of these
entities; rather it requires full engagement
by all agency personnel at the operating
level (see Arnold M Howitt and Herman B
Leonard, A Command System for all Agencies?
CRJ 1:2, 2005). The broad sweep and depth
of the NIMS requirement entails a massive
implementation process — one that is still going
on 15 years after the Congressional mandate.
The ICS is fundamental to NIMS as a
framework for managing operations at or near
the scene of an emergency. It provides responders
with a way to co-ordinate emergency efforts
through a common, flexible, and scalable
command structure that organises response under
an incident commander and a sub-organisation
of four major sections: Operations; planning;
logistics; and finance/administration.
As the scale of response expands,
responders may organise
sub-units of the four
core sections, either

by functional

specialisation

(eg fire
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suppression operations group and emergency
medical operations group) or by geographic
sector, called divisions. See Figure 1 for
depiction of a basic ICS structure and an
expanded structure for complex events.

So what is the impact of the NIMS mandate?
To ensure that ICS is used as universally
as possible, the US federal government
issued NIMS implementation requirements
starting in the financial year 2005, which
gave jurisdictions two years to comply with
the full array of NIMS implementation
standards. NIMS compliance was made a
precondition for any agency or organisation
to receive homeland security preparedness
funding — a potentially powerful incentive
for adopting and implementing the system.

However, the impact of actually withholding
funds from jurisdictions that did not comply
with the NIMS mandate proved too strong or
even counter-productive to those developing the
regulations for NIMS compliance. Withholding
funds would have removed resources that those
entities needed to improve emergency response
systems, and that would undoubtedly have caused
political reaction by local, state, and federal
officeholders representing those jurisdictions.
Therefore, states and sub-state jurisdictions,
when applying for homeland security grants, have
only been asked to self-certify, with minimal
documentation, that they are NIMS compliant.

Although it has only lightly enforced
NIMS compliance, FEMA has fostered NIMS
implementation by issuing guidance documents
to all levels of government, as well as to private
industry and non-profit organisations. In addition,
FEMA has created NIMS training resources for
specific disciplines, including transportation,
healthcare, hospitals, higher education, schools,
public works, public health, and volunteer
organisations. FEMA’s attention to the variation
among emergency response groups has been
important to the implementation process because
it makes a seemingly monolithic system adaptable
to the variety of cultures, missions, needs, and
capabilities across emergency response disciplines.

Understanding the differences among
professions that participate in emergency
response, particularly the contrast between first
responders and other disciplines, is critical to
evaluating the success of NIMS implementation
thus far and improving it’s moving forward.

The term ‘first responder’ in US legislation
means: “Federal, state, and local governmental
and non governmental emergency public safety,
fire, law enforcement, emergency response,
emergency medical (including hospital
emergency facilities)....” But other public and
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NIMS mandate?

non-public agencies may become crucial actors

in emergencies. This can be illustrated by the
imagery of concentric circles where the inner circle
is occupied by agencies whose principal mission

is emergency management and the outer circles
contain all the other organisations with potential
involvement in emergency-related activities but
which do not consider emergency management
their core mission (Figure 2 opposite page).

Research has consistently identified
several factors as having an impact on
NIMS implementation — and on emergency
preparedness in general. But these factors
may work less effectively for organisations in
the outer circles than for first responders.

The first factor is compliance requirements
and enforcement. Federal preparedness funding
for states and localities was made contingent
upon NIMS compliance, although FEMA has
required only state-level self-certification. While
federal grant funding could be a strong incentive
to compel NIMS compliance for first response
organisations, many second and third circle
responder groups — for example, private industry
and NGOs — do not rely on this funding.

Comprehension of risk is another factor. An
organisation’s or individual’s level of perceived
risk of experiencing a severe emergency influences
their preparedness. When the level of perceived
risk is low, the chances of a person or group
doing something to prepare for or mitigate that
risk are also low. Conversely, when persons or
groups believe that a risk is likely to affect them,
they are more likely to take action to prevent or
prepare for it. Therefore, helping organisations
in the outer circles to understand their risks
is a primary step. The federal government
has begun to put greater emphasis on risk
assessments as part of the National Preparedness
Goal and National Preparedness System.

Commitment of resources is a critical element.
For second and third circle organisations,
diverting resources (time, money, and staff)
away from their own mission-critical activities
and into emergency management programmes
has proved problematic, especially when budgets
are shrinking or they have limited financial and
administrative resources. The commitment of
executive leadership within these organisations
to fund and support emergency planning
and preparedness initiatives is therefore very

Figure 1 (right): Basic ICS structure and expanded ICS
structure for complex events; Figure 2 (left): Other crucial
actors in emergencies
Adapted from FEMA ICS for Single Resources and Initial
Action Incidents; emilms.fema.gov/IS200b/ICS01summary
.htmICS01summary.htm
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important for NIMS implementation.
Furthermore, outer circle organisations may
perceive NIMS/ICS as overly prescriptive and
rigid and hence unsuitable for those that do not
primarily function as command and control
hierarchies. Some have argued for flexibility
in customising NIMS in ways relevant to each
individual organisation’s needs, structure, and
culture, while maintaining sufficient fidelity
to the basic system so that collaboration
with other organisations remains feasible.
Collaboration with other responders is
another important factor. A number of observers
cite the benefits of pre-incident collaboration
between emergency response groups, whether
in planning, training, or exercising. Second and
third circle groups that are able to maintain
close linkages to first response agencies are
more likely to be successful in emergency
planning and NIMS implementation efforts.
And finally, we have the issue of consistency
of use. Infrequent utilisation of NIMS is another
obstacle to full implementation, particularly by
outer circle responders. While first responders
usually have opportunities to use NIMS/ICS
as part of their normal work activities, second
and third circle responders encounter emergency
situations much less frequently and are therefore

In depth

more likely to be uncomfortable using NIMS
when they do respond to emergencies.

To what extent therefore is NIMS being
implemented effectively in second and third circle
organizations? Part 2 will explore that question in
the context of transit and highway agencies.  CR]
W Alonger version of the research reported here appears
in Co-ordination in Crises: Implementation of the National
Incident Management System by Surface Transportation
Agencies, Homeland Security Affairs 13, (March 2017);
www.hsaj.org. Development of this article was supported by the
New England University Transportation Center with funds from
the US Department of Transportation’s University Transportation
Centers programme. Additional support was provided by the
Ash Center for Demacratic Governance and Innovation, the
Taubman Center for State and Local Government, and the
Program on Crisis Leadership — all of the John F Kennedy
School of Government at Harvard University
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