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Federal Transit Administration

            Office of Safety and Security


Incident Command System (ICS)

	Definition

	Incident Command System: The nationally-used, standardized on-scene emergency management concept specifically designed to allow users to adopt an integrated organizational structure equal to the complexity and demands of single or multiple incidents without being hindered by jurisdictional boundaries.


First envisioned as a tool for managing multi-agency responses to wildland fires, ICS has been successfully adapted to a wide range of emergency and disaster management applications.   ICS is required by federal law for response to hazardous materials situations
 and is the mandated incident management framework in California.
 

Many local police and fire departments use this system to guide emergency response activities.  Once transit agency personnel understand ICS, they can work effectively with public safety organizations to manage and support response efforts.

ICS departs from routine transit organizational structures and enables the creation of a temporary emergency organization uniquely matched to the requirements of the incident.  It allows transit police and operations personnel to work with other emergency responders to establish a common set of incident objectives and a single plan for managing the incident.  

Perhaps the most important feature of ICS is its ability to support transit agency integration into the command structure of local police and fire departments.  In the event of a major critical incident at a transit system, either local police or fire services may ultimately assume control of the scene. However, transit police and operations personnel continue to play a vital role during emergency response.  By using ICS, transit police and operations remain “plugged in” to the command structure, ready to assist and supply information and resources to the effort.

ICS has been tried, proven, and highly refined since its conception.  Its effectiveness as an emergency management system is recognized and utilized throughout the United States.  Large transit operators, such as Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART), New York City Transit (NYCT) and Long Island RailRoad (LIRR), organize all emergency response activities according to ICS principles.  Consequently, their Emergency Plans have been prepared to establish the ICS as the basis for response to all incidents.


Key ICS Terms and Concepts

ICS is based on several management concepts that provide the foundation for effective response operations:

Unified Command Structure -- All involved agencies contribute to the process of developing overall incident objectives, selecting strategies, joint-planning of tactical activities, and integration of tactical operations.

Common Terminology -- Common titles are established and used for all organizational functions, resources, and facilities, allowing different organizations or departments to communicate using common terminology and operating procedures.

Modular Organization -- The emergency response structure can be established, expanded, and contracted depending on the type and size of the incident. 

Integrated Communications -- All communications at the scene are managed through a common plan, and a communications center is established for use of tactical and support resources assigned to the response.

Consolidated Action Plans -- All participating organizations (or departments) are involved in development of overall incident objectives, selection of strategies, planning and performance of tactical activities.

Manageable Span of Control -- The responsibility of each individual supervisor is limited.  The span of control typically ranges from three to seven persons, depending on the type of incident, the nature of the response, and the distance involved.

Comprehensive Resource Management -- This maximizes resource use, consolidates control of large numbers of single resources, and reduces the communication load.

The resulting ICS organizational structure consists of five major pre-designated functions:

Command -- Overall responsibility for directing response activities, including: 

· Developing strategies

· Managing resources

· Planning of overall operations

Operations -- Responsibility for the coordinated tactical response of the incident

Planning/Intelligence -- Includes:

· Ongoing situation assessment

· Collection, evaluation, dissemination, and use of information on the incident

· Development of incident intelligence information to assist in development of contingency plans (including status of response efforts and resources)

Logistics -- Entails provision of facilities, services, and materials, including transportation and fuel, shelter, personal hygiene, food, potable water, water for fire suppression, medical attention and supplies, and relief personnel

Finance/Administration -- Includes tracking all incident costs and evaluating the financial considerations of the incident.

Figure 1 presents a sample ICS structure as recommended by the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services.
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Figure 1: Law Enforcement Incident Command System (LEICS) Recommended by California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services
Establishing Command

Command will always be the first function established.  This function is assumed by the Incident Commander.

	

Definition

	Incident Commander: The individual responsible for the command of all functions at the field response level.


The command function within ICS may be conducted in two general ways.  Single command may be applied when there is no overlap of jurisdictional boundaries or when a single Incident Commander is designated by the agency with overall management responsibility for the incident. Unified Command may be applied when more than one agency shares management responsibility. 

Unified Command is also used when the incident is multi-jurisdictional in nature, or when more than one individual designated by his or her jurisdiction or agency shares overall management responsibility.

Figure 2 presents the Command Staff positions that report directly to the Incident Commander, and assist him or her in managing incident response.
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Figure 2: LEICS Command Staff

Any or all of the other four ICS functions may be handled by the Incident Commander and his or her Command Staff until need arises to activate the personnel assigned to those functions. The ICS organizational structure develops in a modular fashion based upon the type and size of the incident.  The organization’s staff builds from the top down, expanding through the following organizational levels:

Section:  ICS organizational level having functional responsibility for primary segments of incident operations, including: Operations, Planning/Intelligence, Logistics, and Finance/Administration.

Branch:  ICS organizational level having functional responsibility for major segments of incident operation.  The Branch level is organizationally situated between Section and Groups in Operations and Section and Units in Logistics.

Division: ICS organizational level responsible for operations within a defined geographic area or with functional responsibility.  The Division level is organizationally situated below the Branch.
Group: Established to divide the incident into functional areas of operations.  Groups are composed of resources assembled to perform a special function not necessarily within a single geographic division.  
Unit:  ICS organizational level having functional responsibility.  Units are commonly used in incident Planning, Logistics, or Finance/Administration sections and can be used in operations for some applications.  Units are also found in EOC organizations.

Figure 3, Figure 4, Figure 5, and Figure 6 illustrate organizational expansion for each ICS functional section, as recommended by the Law Enforcement Incident Command System (LEICS) developed by the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services. LEICS has been prepared to support law enforcement efforts to develop incident management frameworks, as is now required in California. This process has now become the national standard for applying ICS to both police and fire response operations.

The first designation made by the Incident Commander is generally the Operations Section Chief, who may then designate Branch Supervisors with management responsibility for various functions within the section.  The Branch Supervisors may then designate Team Leaders with responsibility for specific tasks.  The type and number of management levels is always based on the needs of the incident.  The Incident Commander may delegate functional authority, but retains ultimate responsibility for the incident. 
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Figure 3: LEICS Operations Section
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Figure 4: LEICS Planning/Intelligence Section
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Figure 5: LEICS Logistics Section
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Figure 6: LEICS Finance Section

When to Use ICS

Since many U.S. transit systems have little experience with major emergencies and disasters, the potential benefits of ICS are not readily apparent.   Routine organizational structures are adequate to manage normal operations and minor emergencies.   During day-to-day operations, or minor incidents, only a small number of responders are necessary.  Transit personnel perform routine tasks with little interaction from outside agencies.  Standard procedures and routine communication channels provide adequate information on surrounding circumstances.

During response to a critical incident, however, numerous agencies respond.  Unfamiliar and unanticipated tasks are required to bring the situation under control.  Existing policies or directives may not cover the situation encountered.  The normal flow of information may be interrupted and normally predictable system activities may no longer occur.  Frequently, more equipment and personnel are required, and many of the materials needed may not be available locally.  Specialized equipment is often required to begin operations.    

ICS provides a management framework for addressing these needs.  First, needed interoperability with external responders is assured through common structure and terminology.    Accurate information is sought by a distinct planning/intelligence section which assesses the situation and evaluates potential courses of action.  The operations section takes the lead in developing an Incident Action Plan (IAP) to direct response efforts when routine procedures are no longer able to address the dynamics of the incident.  The operations section coordinates its activities with the logistics section to obtain the equipment necessary to implement the plan.  

At an incident managed according to ICS concepts, responding resources are “staged” to ensure appropriate usage.  Rather than just haphazardly applying resources, the best resource for a given task is applied.  Finally, the finance section tracks incident costs and expenditures to facilitate fiscal recovery.  An  ICS organization is structured to ensure a manageable span-of-control, allowing  supervisors to keep track of response activities without becoming overwhelmed by events.  

One of the dilemmas confronting transit agencies has been a “gray area” regarding when to activate an ICS organization or to continue using an existing agency emergency response system that does not incorporate ICS principles.  A transit agency may be naturally reluctant to use ICS rather than its own departmental emergency configuration.  This dilemma may be avoided entirely by adopting the ICS as the agency’s sole emergency management organization.  ICS is a management system that can be used in any emergency incident. Transit agencies benefit by routinely using ICS for managing all emergency incidents.  This practice provides a seamless integration of ICS into larger emergency operations as they evolve. 

A basic premise of ICS is that in each emergency incident, regardless of its size, the principles of ICS apply.  The first on-scene emergency responder has inherent emergency management responsibility.  If the responder is aware of and integrates the primary ICS functions, then that person and that department can successfully incorporate ICS in day-to-day activities.  Adopting ICS as a management tool can contribute to more effective management of crisis, major emergency, and disaster situations by both transit police and transit operations personnel. 

When ICS is used effectively, the full resources of the national response community can be integrated to manage the incident. Even in the “worst case” scenario – a major Chemical, Biological or Nuclear (CBN) Incident – ICS can foster effective response and quality decision-making, as indicated in the graphic below.
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�.	See 29 CFR Part 1910.120.


�.	California's Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS), codified at Section 8607(a) of the California Government Code, mandates ICS for all state agencies.  All local agencies must use SEMS/ICS in emergency and disaster management to be eligible for any state reimbursement for disaster�related personnel costs.


�.	California Office of Emergency Services. Law Enforcement Guide for Emergency Operations, Sacramento, CA, November, 1996.
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