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Theater of Operations

Developing Clear Intent

A Product of Planned Decision Making
A complex, high-risk, long duration incident, scattered over a broad landscape can be a time sensitive and challenging opportunity. Developing clear intent and a defined end state for this type of operations will require a planned decision making effort.

Taking Command
Accepting a Theater of Operation Assignment will require a more mindful approach then taking a less complex incident assignment. The following items should be the guide;
· Delegation of Authority – receiving the delegation should be a negotiating effort, involving the Commander, Delegating Authority and staff if available. When transitioning from another incident management organization the out going Incident Commander should also attend. The delegation should include the standard what, where, how and when but must also include management expectations, vision, intent and general guidance.

· The timeframe for taking command should not be rushed. Urgency is not a reason to rush into harms way if you are not prepared. 

· Buy in from all of the jurisdictional responsible individuals must be in place. All jurisdictional responsible individuals must be listed on and sign the delegation. 

Assignment Analysis

The incident must be analyzed before transitioning to command. This analysis will contain the following steps:
· Analyze the delegation. The command and general staff should meet and analyzes the delegation as a group.
· Determine specific, implied and essential tasks.

· Review available assets.

· Determine constraints and what functional area they impact.

· Identify critical facts and assumptions.

· Conduct a risk assessment.

· Determine and document Incident Objectives that are specific and measurable.

· Review the Jurisdictional Authority expectations and intent.
· Develop Incident Commanders Intent, guidance and expectations
· Develop transition plan including timeframes and resources to be absorbed.

Developing the Course of Action

The course of action will be the priorities of the incident and the order in which these priorities will be accomplished. The following steps will be required to develop the COA:

· Analyze the existing incident situation

· Analyze the available resources.

· Review the facilities available.
· Review logistical restraints.
· Generate a COA for each priority; this will include looking at the feasibility, suitability, acceptability and completeness of each COA.
· Incident Commander approves each COA.

· Generate the Incident Action Plan. 

· Brief IAP with outgoing team and Jurisdictional Representatives.

Time Constrained Decision Making
Developing a flexible, tactically sound, fully integrated and synchronized plan that increases the likelihood of mission success should be the focus of any planning process. However, any action can very well outrun the initial plan. Many decentralized operational characteristics can not be anticipated and mission changes will occur. Fleeting opportunities may require that initiative activated action modify a COA or the overall plan. Time is the one factor that is limited. You can make more decision but you can not make more time to allow them to be carried out.
Before an Incident Management Team can conduct decision making in a time constrained environment, they must master the decision making process. Each and every member of a team must understand and master the decision making criteria for their functional area. 

Command Decisions
An immediate need may require a modified decision making process. There are 3 recognized techniques that can be used to save time.

1. Increase the Incident Commander and the Operation Section Chief involvement. This allows them to make decisions during the team planning process without a detailed functional area briefing.

2. Direct guidance from the Incident Commander by limiting options. This will limit time spent on developing or discussing “what if?” options.

3. The Incident Commander decides to limit the number of priorities, which will reduce the Course of Action development time. During urgent high-risk activities the priorities can be reduced to one. One priority would also simplify any course of action development.
Anticipation, organization and prior preparation are the keys to a successful time constrained planning process. Decision making is an art, it is essential in creating a flexible plan that has an opportunity for success. Understanding the complexities and unique characteristics of decentralized operations will lead to developing clear intent and guidance. Clear intent and guidance will reduce friction and uncertainty, which will allow objectives and priorities to be met. 
