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Section 2: Lessons Learned 
Many of the lessons from these events are not new. There is a documented history of 
successes and even some candid appraisals of hurricane response and recovery efforts of 
the past. The Lewis Report resulting from Hurricane Andrew contained more than 500 
action items for future operations. In producing this report, the authors will not attempt to 
reiterate these lessons in yet another report, but will rather use this opportunity to focus 
on some of the high level pressures and issues that have existed for many years. These 
were brought into sharp relief during the 2004 Hurricane Response, where undefined or 
poorly defined leader’s intent combined with immature or non-existent processes, 
producing a high level of unpredictability and uncertainty at the ground level. This 
situation yielded a wide range of solutions and performance on the ground, and a scenario 
where responders did not experience consistency in the operational norms.  

Most of the “lessons learned” at the ground operational level resulted from innovative 
thinking and a Herculean effort on the parts of individuals, which resembled the lessons 
learned by previous teams in the past. In some cases, different teams had faced and 
solved the same problem, but in opposite ways. While this has been a common theme in 
previous hurricane response efforts, the intertwining of the four hurricanes magnified the 
effects in unprecedented ways. 

It also posed some unprecedented opportunities. Some IMT personnel gained in the 
matter of a couple months, the experience that would have normally taken several years 
of hurricane responses to acquire. Some IMTs saw multiple assignments. And with 
multiple cycles, many responders got the opportunity not only to learn the lesson, but also 
to apply new strategies and test them out the next week with another hurricane, using the 
same players and tools. Generally, this learning cycle was reflected in the more 
encouraging reports in the later weeks of the response, after processes and procedures had 
been built and refined.  

Although the likelihood of a multiple hurricane incident in the near future may be remote, 
the cascading, intertwined, multi-state response event that involves the same set of 
resources and command teams is not a unique problem in the possible scenarios posed by 
an “all-risk” response. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Collection of Local Corporate Knowledge 

• The USFS Southern Regional Office, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, and southeastern 
Incident Management Teams along with the southern state emergency management 
organizations have collected documentation describing years of experience with 
hurricane response efforts. Although this information is critical for training and use 
in the wildland fire lessons learned effort, it will be most useful in supporting future 
policy, doctrine, and process discussions regarding IMT use in future FEMA disaster 
efforts. 
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Regional Operations and Coordination 
Regional Operations Response 

Originally, the hurricane response effort in early August looked similar to others that had 
been seen before by the USFS Regional Operations staff in Atlanta. As the situation 
began to “show its teeth” and matured beyond one hurricane, USFS Regional Operations 
personnel struggled with moving from a reactive to a proactive posture, as well as from a 
tactical to a strategic framework. Regional operations shifted from being an incident 
reaction support problem (handled with local experienced teams) to an incident that 
required multiple out-of-region teams and had impacts not only on emergency operations, 
but also had direct impacts on agency operations.  

As the demand on regional operations resources continued to escalate, rather than decline 
as usual for a single event, the USFS Regional Office initially had difficulty meeting all 
the management and leadership demands. This was especially true during the early days 
of the hurricane series when the FEMA command structures were in flux. USFS Regional 
Operations personnel reported that in the initial stages, FEMA developed mission 
assignments for IMTs, Buying Teams, an Area Command Team, and general personnel 
for other duties. The workload associated with filling these requests, as well as the 
coordination and setup required to receive and direct these resources, was considerable. 
Initially, respondents reported that Regional Operations leaders “went tactical” and 
focused on filling these needs and, thus, was unable to focus properly on the strategic 
aspects of the mission assignments and direction under the FEMA mission.  

Complicating this workload was the fact that FEMA was operating on many levels from 
the beginning and requests were coming in from many directions. After Hurricane 
Charley, the FEMA Field Command Officer at the DFO in central Florida was dismissed 
mid-operation and replaced by FEMA in Washington D.C., temporarily disrupting the 
command structures. Resource turf issues between the FEMA Regional Operations 
Center (ROC) and the Florida Field Command Officer complicated decisions of where 
resources should have been sent and what resources would be available to whom.  

During this time period, the USFS Southern Region also had to coordinate and plan 
agency mitigations and responses for hurricane impacts to federal landholdings and 
agency operations. The symptoms of USFS Regional Operations’ overload were 
widespread, and in some cases, produced long-lasting problems. Many IMTs reported 
vague or ineffective assignments and directions for preparation while in staging. 
Frustrations with the ineffectiveness of the first Area Command team were widely 
reported as it struggled with trying to figure out what it was supposed to be doing and for 
whom.  

Outside the purview of IMT operations, the USFS Regional Office ordered 
approximately 150 USFS personnel to work as Community Relations representatives for 
FEMA. Here, respondents assigned to community relations duties reported being sent out 
by FEMA with minimal preparation and not operating under the control of any specific 
organization. They were subsequently “lost” to FEMA and the USFS, in some cases for 
weeks. Generally, interviewees involved in the community relations operations under the 
direct control of FEMA frequently reported a substantial lack of organization, training, 
and command and control, and expressed the need to have an agency command and 
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control structure of some sort that would enable them to stay cohesive and properly 
focused.  Wildland fire agency personnel assigned to these operations were often 
unaware of or unfamiliar with existing agency guidelines for working under other 
agencies, which in turn, complicated later operations to recover those personnel. 
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While seemingly unconnected, experienced respondents attributed these micro-dramas to 
the overload on USFS Regional Operations personnel during the first two to three weeks 
of the response operation.  

Later, replacement operations assistants, Forest FMOs, Area Command staff, and retired 
fire management personnel were brought in to assist. With more personnel having IMT 
experience, USFS Regional Operations was able to become more proactive, strategically 
focused, and able to initiate corrections for some of the problems.  

Summary of Lessons Learned – Regional Operations 

• The workload resulting from a large emergency can be formidable for regional 
resources. USFS Regional Office Operations should consider developing contingency 
planning to account for the huge demands a large disaster could present. 
Replacement and auxiliary personnel should be lined up to assume the 
responsibilities of ongoing agency business and response not under FEMA. 
Preplanned trigger points for the activation of operational leaders could assist 
management in identifying when the situation is becoming unmanageable. 

• Arriving resources were most often unprepared for the assignment in terms of 
understanding the Federal Response Plan, ESF#4, and agency SOPs.  This training 
gap was partially filled through efforts by the USFS Regional Office, but the 
workload involved with supporting this type of just-in-time training was substantial. 

• The strategic thinking and planning by USFS Regional Operations was compromised 
by the large scope and complexity of FEMA’s requests during the first weeks of the 
response. These gaps produced a series of problems for IMTs and responders who 
were without guidance and structure during the first weeks of the incident. 

• Wildland fire personnel who were individually assigned to work under FEMA were 
frequently unfamiliar or unaware of existing home agency doctrine and policies with 
regard to operations under other agencies.  These gaps complicated command and 
control of these personnel, and the effort to find and recover them once dispersed 
into the incident.  
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Briefings 
Initially, Regional Operations accepted the incoming three IMTs on September 3. Teams 
were provided a verbal briefing and sent out to acquire 72 hours of provisions in 
anticipation of future assignment. Generally, IMT respondents reported general 
dissatisfaction with the initial briefings as being vague or non-specific. Respondents told 
of an instance in which an IMT used the initial briefing to develop its Incident Action 
Plan. After two days of planning, using a traditional Incident Command System (ICS) 
span of control guidelines and functional areas, the IMT received its actual mission 
assignment and needed more time to rebuild its plan to reflect the IMT’s true role on the 
incident as the coordinator and support function.  

Later, after receiving feedback from demobilizing teams, and in gaining additional 
resources, USFS Regional Operations pieced together a briefing package of selected 
material collected from existing agency policies to use with new resources for the Ivan 
response. The package contained information about the FEMA organization, the National 
Response Plan, and financial guidance. The financial guidance comprised nearly half of 
the briefing package and provided policy and procedural guidance for charge codes and 
purchasing under FEMA. Although the result of whether the package worked better or 
not was unresolved at the time the ICT was accepting information, the initial reports from 
the new teams indicated that it was a helpful practice in clarifying intent and general 
policy murkiness in the gray areas between FEMA and wildland fire. 

As preparations began for Ivan’s arrival, the USFS Regional Office began spending more 
time in briefings, providing ample time for IMTs to clarify the mission assignments, 
organizational structures, differences in the operational environment (from firefighting), 
and leader’s intent.  

Several respondents who had embarked on assignments before more detailed briefings 
were available commented that a description of the FEMA response organization, the 
financial business processes, and FEMA terminology and acronyms would have been 
helpful. Those respondents who received a regional package during their initial briefing 
describing some of these items indicated that it was very useful in getting them “up to 
speed.” 

Typically, FEMA personnel did not attend IMT initial briefings, even though respondents 
stated that they had been invited. Some IMT respondents indicated that they were 
surprised by the lack of presence of FEMA and many did not interface with a FEMA 
representative until they were on site at the mission assignment. In some cases, the 
FEMA representative did not appear on site for a few days after the IMT arrival, leaving 
the teams to derive the FEMA leader’s intent. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Briefings 

• Developing a standardized briefing guide for incoming IMTs helped to provide a 
better background and foundation for FEMA-related work. These guides assisted 
with understanding non-standard issues such as finance, incident management, and 
terminology. 

• Longer and more detailed IMT briefings generated opportunities to gather needed 
context, clarify leader’s intent and mission assignments, and educate incoming 
teams.  
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• The lack of FEMA presence in the briefings and on site left wildland fire IMTs to 
determine many operational parameters without direction or guidance. While USFS 
Regional Operations, and sometimes Area Command, assisted with these tasks, much 
of the initial response effort was a best guess. 
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Command and Control 

In the period following Hurricane Charley, USFS Regional Operations was acting as a 
primary interface between FEMA and the assigned Incident Management Teams. FEMA, 
in response to the needs and the future forecast of more storms to come, conducted a 
relocation and reshuffle of its command centers. In the span of a few short days, FEMA 
established one Regional Operations Center, closed it down, established another one and 
established a Disaster Field Office (DFO), only to replace the FEMA Field Command 
Officer there a few days later.  

During this period, FEMA ROC requested four Incident Management Teams and a 
second Area Command Team (ACT) to assist with the emerging span-of-control problem. 
The resource orders traveled via mission assignments from the ROC and DFO ESF#4 
desks to USFS Regional Operations, where they were translated into resource orders and 
placed through the Southern Area Coordination Center for filling. 

Respondents explained that with the ROC controlling the IMTs in Atlanta through USFS 
Regional Operations, and the Florida IMTs and Area Command Team under the control 
of the DFO in Orlando, FEMA operations from the national, regional, and state levels 
were all developing mission assignments and work for the IMTs, and in some cases 
competing to control them. In the case of Area Command, which was located in Florida, 
the FEMA DFO “took control” of Area Command and thus limited its activities to 
Florida operations, which forced the ordering of a second Area Command Team to 
support the IMTs who were located outside of Florida. 

Respondents described the tangled command and control structure that emerged when 
two (and sometimes three or four) command structures attempted to control the same 
resources and the quagmire of problems and decisional work it produced for agency 
management. Without structured processes for integrating IMTs and Area Command 
with the FEMA command structure, operations and command staff fell back into basing 
their command and control authorities on personal relationships, negotiated items, and ad 
hoc processes. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Command and Control 

• As command and control authorities and structures became confusing, personnel 
reverted to relying upon personal relationships and ad hoc processes to sustain 
operations and solve problems. 

Systems Compatibility 

Problems with compatibility were not limited to command and control. Some of them 
stemmed from USFS agency requirements placed on other National Wildland 
Coordinating Group (NWCG) cooperators or new policies being implemented during the 
disaster. Across the response, problems with system compatibility caused duplication of 
effort, errors, and extra work. In most cases, wildland fire resources, FEMA, and the 
cooperating agencies had to reinvent, test, and revise processes and systems so that they 
could work together. Frequently, these changes took many days away from the response 
effort and caused ongoing frustration with response personnel. 
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The lack of FEMA process consistency was cited as a major factor in perpetuating the 
confusion, but problems were not limited to non-fire agencies. On many occasions 
financial and operational respondents reported differences in policies and practices 
between what was being done on the hurricane effort and what was reported as being in 
accordance with IMT or National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG) business 
practices. These differences included use of charge codes, work hours, pay policies, and 
driver qualifications. Interviewees commented on how difficult it was to resolve 
discrepancies and policy issues due to the ambiguities in authority and interpretation, 
especially when combined with some cases of turf protection, cover yourself thinking, 
and general inflexibility of some of the authorities and decision-makers involved. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Systems Compatibility 

• Incompatibility and unfamiliarity with FEMA systems caused considerable confusion 
and wasted time. The situation of working under FEMA also caused confusion and 
problems within the existing financial systems, and discrepancies and guidance was 
sometimes difficult to find. 

Incident Business Advisors 
Usually, the Incident Business Advisor (IBA) is attached to the Forest Agency 
Administrator, but because there was no “host forest,” the USFS Southern Region 
Incident Business Management Specialist became the lead IBA for the effort.  The lead 
IBA coordinated directly with six Buying Teams and six IBAs. Finding experienced 
IBAs proved very difficult, and as a result many IBAs assigned to the hurricane response 
were trainees. 
 
Originally, IBAs were established for every IMT because so much was unknown and it 
was feared that IMTs might be isolated from needed IBA support. After the situation 
progressed, it became clear that this approach was “overkill,” and individual IBAs were 
not assigned to IMTs during the second round of hurricanes.  Respondents reported that 
IBAs assigned to individual IMTs sometimes did not have enough to do. Some reported 
that IBAs were a disruption to the finance section as they “wandered outside of their 
lane.” IBA respondents recommended that in future responses of this magnitude, the first 
IBA be attached to Area Command (when available) rather than the Regional 
Coordination Center, with the zone IBAs reporting up to that position to support IMT 
requirements.  

Summary of Lessons Learned – Incident Business Advisors  

• Pairing an IBA to each IMT met with mixed results. Discussion regarding the right 
IBA assignment loading should be discussed for future incidents. 

• IBAs may be effective if hinged from the Area Command structure, and this may be 
considered for the future. 
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Charge Codes and Financial Tracking 

  In my opinion, we have trained our teams to respond to 
a set known incident—a fire—and we have a hard time 

thinking outside that box. 
- Incident Business Advisor 

It seems to us that ROSS is being used beyond what it 
was designed for. 

- Operations Section Chief 

The Regional IBA worked with the FEMA comptroller to get general direction for 
purchasing, determining generally what was appropriate to buy with FEMA funds.  
FEMA wanted to reduce unnecessary expenditures while under surge because these funds 
were being drawn directly from FEMA’s budgets (not from emergency funding).  A 
FEMA financial representative was also provided to each IMT to provide more detailed 
support.  

In all emergency response operations, decisions about what should and should not be 
purchased are determined by a number of variables: the nature of the incident, the types 
of missions being supported, the warrants of the home agencies, and the individuals 
involved with the decision-making.  All incidents are unique and require deviations and 
adjustments, yet they are similar in that, inevitably, adjustments are essential. 

The lack of predictability produced problems for all players.  FEMA representatives 
supporting the IMTs varied considerably in the methods and parameters they placed on 
the IMT’s purchasing.  Some wanted total control of purchasing, insisting on approving 
all purchases; others allowed the IMT to purchase items within their authority and under 
USFS guidelines, wanting to provide input only on purchases that deviated from these 
standards.  Lacking guidelines, training, or doctrine (which did not exist) about 
purchasing under FEMA, IMTs were predictably inconsistent in the way that deviations 
were interpreted.   

Financial personnel reported that IMTs had serious difficulties adapting to the differences 
under FEMA, which they attributed partly to a general lack of understanding of the 
FEMA environment and partly to general resistance to deviating from standard processes 
typically used for suppressing wildland fires.  In some cases, the lack of guidance and 
boundaries invited opportunities for IMTs to resist “out of the box” changes that they 
deemed undesirable and push for further deviations that were personally advantageous.   

Respondents reported that they often did not know the best method for ordering and 
paying for specific services or equipment within the FEMA system. Decisions around 
some of these topics were often labor intensive. One IBA noted, “There was so much 
confusion about FEMA purchasing, and, no matter what I did, I just couldn’t get the 
correct information to stick.  I passed on information [regarding proper procedure for 
purchasing] on a daily basis on conference calls, then a new player would enter the 
picture with what they thought was good information and bad information would start all 
over again.” 
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Initial surge mission assignments had very limited dollars, so spending was controlled. 
The pre-supply and support of the IMTs posed difficulties.  Weight restrictions placed on 
IMT members’ luggage (teams were transported via chartered jet) limited what the teams 
had available when they arrived.  IMTs were uncertain if and how they could procure 
replacement equipment or have equipment left at home shipped to them at the incident.  
As the procedures began to depart from standard firefighting operating practices, some 
IMTs began to become concerned that unapproved expenditures would not be 
reimbursed.  (Sometimes it took days to get charge codes or expenditures approved.) This 
produced some reluctance to purchase needed supplies in advance; for fear that the USFS 
would get stuck with the bill. Concerns were raised about who would pay for what 
concerning supplies and team equipment for staging.  The Regional IBA explained, “We 
finally compromised and gave each team one S-number.  What we had asked the teams 
[to do] was to go ahead and procure their 72-hour supplies and the S-numbers would 
come when the declaration happened.  Some of the teams were willing to do this, some 
were not.” 

Universally, financial and IMT personnel alike reported that IMTs desired to have lists or 
guidelines defining the financial boundaries written in advance and available upon 
arrival. IMTs were frustrated at the lack of guidance and charge codes provided to them. 
Buying Team Interviewees reported that in the field, IMTs expressed the desire to have a 
list of what to buy for the 72-hour supply and in what quantities (for example: 20 people 
= 75 lbs. of meat, 50 people = 175 lbs. of meat, etc.).  

One of the predictable differences in the FEMA environment is the financial limbo that 
sometimes occurs during the transition from surge to post-declaration funding.  Under 
normal firefighting operations, it is standard for S-numbers to be issued prior to 
procurement.  After an Emergency Declaration, respondents report that there can be a lag 
between the declaration and the time when mission assignments are available for new 
charge codes to be assigned, which effectively suspends activity for a couple of days.  In 
one such case following the declaration for Hurricane Jeanne, the IBAs decided to issue 
new charge codes with the expectation that the mission assignments would eventually 
follow. Noted one respondent, “It wasn’t textbook, but it worked.” In the end, USFS 
Regional Operations and the IBA determined that it would be easier to purchase surge 
supplies and stage trailers for teams to alleviate the 72-hour supply ordering confusion. 

In general, the “gray” area—where policies may or may not apply—is large and often 
difficult to define because of the uniqueness of each response effort.  For example, 
Buying Teams assigned to the IMTs expressed concern that Emergency Equipment 
Rental Agreement (EERA) standard rates might not apply due to extreme or all-risk 
response conditions. Although true for this incident, it may not be true for others.  Most 
financial respondents felt that some level of policy or process review should occur to help 
minimize ambiguous areas in the application of financial policy. 

Charge code changes from surge to post-declaration codes caused ongoing difficulties in 
the wildland fire cost-tracking systems. Interviewees reported needing to reassign new 
numbers to existing resources in the Resource Order and Status System (ROSS) and I-
Suite. Notifying all affected people that the codes had changed proved to be problematic, 
causing a lot of revisions after the fact. Respondents expressed the need to have more 
flexibility in I-Suite and to have ROSS enabled to reassign a roster of teams for charge 
code changes. 
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Summary of Lessons Learned – Charge Codes and Financial Tracking 

• IMT personnel arriving on FEMA incidents should expect financial systems and 
guidelines to be in flux. Respondents suggested that increased familiarization with 
FEMA operations would assist IMTs in adapting to working in the financial “gray.” 

• Discrepancies, ignorance, varying interpretations, and gaps in financial and 
operational policies caused significant problems or wasted time for IMTs, financial 
section personnel and operators. Many financial team members could not assist with 
planning and strategy as they could in a fire situation because there are so many 
gray or unwritten areas. Financial investigations and decisions around these items 
can be difficult and slow. 

• Financial teams must be able to make sweeping or global changes to resource 
charge codes without notice to remain financially proactive in the emergency 
environment. System incompatibility and incapability caused considerable time and 
effort to be spent to support operational transitions. 

• IMTs arriving by chartered jet had to leave behind equipment and supplies, which 
had to be procured on site. Uncertainty regarding what could and could not be 
procured legally was an issue. 

• Regional Ops, SACC, and the IBA determined it would be easier to purchase surge 
supplies and stage trailers for teams to alleviate the 72-hour supply ordering 
confusion. 

Buying Teams 

Buying Teams assigned to the IMTs also dealt with a lot of uncertainty.  Many personnel 
stated that they had been unaware of who was in charge of what or who was ordering 
what. Respondents from the Buying Teams reported that there was no clear coordination 
among expanded dispatch, SACC, and Buying Teams. The Buying Teams were unaware 
of items that had been previously ordered and what they were expected to order.  Buying 
Teams reported that coordination and decision making improved once daily conference 
calls were established among the Buying Teams. 

SACC personnel reported that because Buying Teams were operating before expanded 
dispatch was in place, the Buying Teams did not have needed assistance to answer 
questions regarding S # Supplies and E # Equipment. SACC does not usually handle 
expanded dispatch, where S-numbers usually originate, so SACC was unaccustomed to 
assigning S-numbers and supporting the Buying Teams. 

Although the processes were often problematic, the Buying Teams were considered to be 
a huge asset both by the IMTs and FEMA.  FEMA representatives commented on several 
occasions that the wildland fire Buying Teams were able to procure goods and services 
extremely quickly and effectively. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Buying Teams 

• Buying Teams reported that daily conference calls assisted greatly in keeping the 
Buying Teams together, coordinated, and up to date on the latest changes. 
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• FEMA considered Buying Teams to be critical and effective resource. 
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Emergency Support Function (ESF) #4 
As the primary hinge pin of the USFS to the Federal Response Plan, the ESF#4 desk is 
the face of wildland fire to FEMA and to other responding agencies. The ESF#4 is staffed 
at all levels of FEMA operations, including the Emergency Support Team (EST), 
Regional Operations Center (ROC) and Disaster Field Office (DFO).  

Mission Assignment Construction 
FEMA thinks IMTs are for every task, which can be 

overkill if a small task force of logistics people is all that’s 
required. This ordering oversight starts snowballing, 
causing underutilization, morale and other systemic 

problems. 
- ESF#4 

Potential missions can come from a wide variety of sources. They can be generated 
internally, by FEMA operations, or by other emergency support functions. 

The Making of a Mission Assignment with ESF#4 

The process for making a FEMA mission assignment is as follows: 

1. FEMA brings forward an Action Request Form (ARF) to the ESF#4, 
which essentially says “Can you guys do this?”  

2. The ESF#4 uses listening skills and questioning to determine what 
FEMA is trying to accomplish and determines if it appears to be 
within the scope and mission of the USFS. This activity is part 
consultation, education, and to some degree, saluting the flag with a 
“can do” attitude.  

3. The ESF#4 takes that request to those management and field 
personnel involved to render a decision and to place parameters on 
the operation, if needed.  

4. Based on this, the ESF#4 pulls together a quick cost estimate and 
gives it back to FEMA. FEMA then develops a Mission Assignment 
Form (MAF). This form must have the FEMA comptroller’s 
signature on it, which is the authorization to release funding. 

5. FEMA develops the actual task order. 
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ESF#4 respondents felt strongly that the mission assignment protocols need to be spelled 
out prior to all risk assignments. Some elaborated that they felt this process should be 
doctrine and not developed by personalities for every incident, creating different 
standards for every FEMA event. It is critical that the wording of mission assignments 
clearly explain what the intended task is. It should do so in language that is neither too 
vague nor too specific. According to ESF#4 respondents, once built and processed, 
changing or amending a mission assignment borders on bureaucratic impossibility 
because of the way FEMA operates. During the surge phase in the early weeks of the 
hurricane response, FEMA drafted and the USFS accepted several mission assignments 
for resources, including community relations personnel, Buying Teams, and Incident 
Management Teams.  

Later, ESF#4 respondents reported that the mission assignments became too specific and 
devoid of needed intent. Rather than drafting a mission to set up and man a Mobilization 
Center, one ESF#4 respondent reported receiving orders for each of the parts, to acquire 
20 phones, for example. 

Eventually, ESF#4s, together with Area Command and USFS Regional Operations, 
began assisting FEMA more effectively in constructing more meaningful and task-based 
mission assignments. These improved assignments described what needed to be done, yet 
allowed for flexibility in how the task was to be accomplished.  

As described previously, during the surge phase for Hurricane Frances, orders were 
placed for three Incident Management Teams to be pre-positioned for response. Not 
knowing where these resources would be needed or what they were to be needed for 
created confusion and problems when these resources arrived to be deployed. In contrast 
to reports from the first IMTs to arrive who were not issued meaningful mission 
assignments, respondents from subsequent IMTs who were assigned surge and 
preparation activities were ordered with specific missions in mind.  
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ESF#4 – The Job, the Person 
To many in FEMA, the wildland fire Incident Management Teams represent the largest, 
most capable, independent, self-supporting response organization in the U.S. As an 
organization with a well-established and specialized doctrine of incident management and 
the Incident Command System (ICS), the wildland fire community (through the National 
Wildfire Coordination Group) appears a specialized, well-honed tool to be used in a non-
specialized, ad hoc environment. One ESF#4 respondent reported that initially FEMA 
regional operations thought that all IMTs could do was fight fires (true to the ESF#4 
description), yet in the end IMTs are sent to accomplish a wide variety of mission 
assignments for FEMA. On the other end of the spectrum, some respondents commented 
that they felt the IMTs were being volunteered to do work by the USFS National Office 
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture that was neither appropriate nor well suited to 
IMT skill sets. Respondents questioned whether IMTs and wildland firefighters are 
appropriate resources to be tasked with clearing orchards, tarping houses, herding cattle, 
and fixing fences. All of these tasks were discussed as potential mission assignments, but 
were stopped primarily because of funding questions. For these reasons, the respondents 
pointed to the ESF#4 positions as critical for helping to establish priorities. 

The USFS ESF#4 is a unique position as it represents this very capable tool to a client 
that may or may not understand it or know how to use it. The USFS R8 Regional Office 
maintains a person to serve as liaison to FEMA and is the first to handle initial ESF#4 
duties.  Over the course of the 2004 Hurricane Response twenty-six personnel served at 
the ESF#4 desk. 

The position is at once political, consultative, educational, decisional, strategic and used 
as a liaison. The ESF#4 position gathers ongoing intelligence for the agency and the 
IMTs about what is emerging in the incident. It also helps facilitate the decision makers 
so that IMTs can be used correctly and effectively in the emergency response 
environment. As the ESF#4 position rarely deals with firefighting, most of the potential 
taskings are beyond both FEMA’s and the IMT’s doctrinal experience or expertise. 

IMT Incident Commanders and Operations Section Chiefs unanimously agreed that the 
ESF#4 positions, which are currently filled as Technical Specialists (THSP), must be 
staffed with personnel who are very experienced and have an understanding of IMT 
functions, ICS, dispatch and ordering procedures, policy, and negotiating skills. Because 
of the weight of issues involved, the respondents agreed that a person with political savvy 
and good interpersonal skills should hold the position. Several IMT and ESF #4 
respondents saw previous IMT experience as a “must”.  

Ideally, ESF #4s works between USFS Regional Operations and FEMA Operations on 
mission taskings and, as necessary, consult with the IMT and other players. The original 
FEMA request for four IMTs and an Area Command Team was received by ESF#4, but 
was done so without consultation about where and how the teams would be used, and set 
into motion a chain of uncertainty concerning the roles and responsibilities of Area 
Command within the incident.  Respondents who had worked in the earlier stages 
commented that introducing Area Command served to further complicate the chain of 
command because IMTs were receiving information and guidance from ESF#4, USFS 
Regional Operations and Area Command simultaneously. Respondents working with the 
second Area Command Team were more generous. They seemed to know that (in the 
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latter case) Area Command was serving as the primary point of contact and that ESF#4 
sat somewhere behind the “Area Command wall”. 
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Overall, respondents interviewed during this collection effort expressed difficulty in 
understanding where the ESF#4 desks, USFS Regional Operations, and Area Command 
all stopped and started. For example in Florida, respondents reported that three to four 
ESF#4s had been associated with the DFO at any one time. Some tasks came through 
Area Command, some through FEMA, and some through other agencies. Some 
interviewees felt that Area Command was micromanaging resource needs instead of 
leaving it up to the IMTs. When asked specifically, however, if Area Command and 
ESF#4 were redundant, most ESF#4, Area Command, and IMT respondents indicated 
that they were not doing identical jobs, especially where the respondents believed that 
Area Command was an effective filter of the “FEMA noise”. 

Some ESF#4 respondents suggested that an ESF#4 Operations Handbook be constructed 
and that qualifications and training standards be developed. A position checklist for 
ESF#4 was also proposed as a tool that would assist the development and certification of 
ESF#4 staff. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – ESF#4 

• ESF#4 respondents felt strongly that the mission assignment protocols need to be 
spelled out prior to all risk assignments. Some elaborated to say that they felt this 
process should be doctrine and not developed by personalities for every incident, 
creating different standards for every FEMA event. 

• Mission assignments must be carefully worded to prevent pointless or vague 
assignments, yet provide enough flexibility for IMTs to operate without being 
handcuffed. Overly detailed mission assignments cause valuable time to be wasted. 

• Many fire personnel on assignment did not readily understand the role and function 
of the ESF #4 position. 

• The ESF#4 position requires someone with high level skills, including both 
interpersonal and political. It is unclear if the FEMA training package, technical 
requirement, or the published USFS position parameters (if they exist) are adequate 
for supporting this position sufficiently. 

• Operations handbooks and checklists could assist persons serving in the ESF#4 
position. 

• Respondents agreed that the ESF#4 position should be staffed with personnel who 
are very experienced and have an understanding of IMT functions, ICS, dispatch and 
ordering procedures, policy, and negotiating skills. 
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Incident Management Team Operations 
The Core Mission – People Management 

Historically, Incident Management Teams (IMTs) have been used during disaster 
responses to run mobilization centers, base camps, operational and logistical staging 
areas, and distribution centers. The 2004 Hurricane Response mission assignments 
included all of these activities. Additionally, IMTs found themselves managing other 
operations, including a Critical Care Center and assisting an Emergency Operations 
Center. 

Most of these logistical assignments were complex, involving significant tracking, 
inventory control, and shipping/receiving components. In many cases, the information 
reporting requirements were staggering. The on-site needs in the stricken areas naturally 
lead to the expansion of the core mission. Yet as staggering as some of these missions 
were, many IMT respondents noted that the “mission” was less than half the real job. 
Managing the conglomeration of people from various response agencies and 
organizations, all who needed to be in charge and informed, was the far bigger task 
associated with these assignments. For example, one IMT who was responsible for 
operating a staging area that contained, tracked and supported more than 400 trucks, 
trailers and drivers, cited “people management” (FEMA and other response agencies) as 
by far their biggest job, consuming most of the IMT’s time and effort. 

In each case, the Incident Management Teams deployed for missions felt that they were 
“successful” (as did FEMA), though the road was hard for most during the beginning 
stages as they had to sort out processes, procedures, politics, and rank. Without operating 
processes or doctrine in place, respondents commonly reported that success was all about 
the “personalities” of the players. Some cooperators and FEMA representatives were 
good leaders and dedicated partners, others were myopic, or had otherwise poor 
operational or people skills. IMT personnel were consistently pressed into the business of 
managing people and their information needs more than any operational tasks. The 
personal effort required for securing mission success required a wide variety of 
interpersonal skills spanning “coaxing” and “encouraging,” to “subtle threats” and “very 
assertive language.” 

Many respondents also commented how luck and happenstance played a role in the 
outcomes. Had they encountered more difficult personalities, the situation could have 
turned out badly. The need for interpersonal relations, communication, and flexibility in 
the face of enormous problems were the most common facets of the lessons learned in the 
ground operations theater.  

Summary of Lessons Learned – People Management 

• IMT respondents noted that the largest percentage of the workload came from the 
demands of managing representatives from various response agencies and 
organizations on site. IMT personnel had to use a wide variety of interpersonal and 
communication skills to be successful. 

• The lack of defined processes, procedures and command structures made for difficult 
days in the beginning of the assignments.   
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Staging and Ordering 
When IMTs were ordered, many were flown to Atlanta, Georgia via a National 
Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) chartered jet. USFS Regional Operations intended 
originally to “order short”, and limit the IMTs to 30 members with the idea that once the 
mission assignments were known, the teams could add or delete members from their staff 
accordingly.  The Southeast Area Coordination Center (SACC) relayed that limitation in 
the resource orders, and baggage was limited to 65 lbs. because of aircraft weight 
limitations. Once on the ground and in staging, the teams were briefed and sent out to 
procure a 72-hour supply of equipment and consumables so that the team could be self-
sufficient. For the most part, IMTs felt that they were understaffed and under-supplied 
from the start. They began a series of name requests through SACC to procure the rest of 
the team, which in turn shifted workload to SACC in filling the orders. While the charter 
flight was potentially less expensive than commercial airlines, the weight restrictions 
caused other problems when it was unclear to personnel about whether such shipping or 
local procurement of needed items would be reimbursed or authorized. In addition to the 
problems associated with equipping the teams (discussed earlier), the issue brought to 
light differences in the way IMTs advocated solving the various problems they faced with 
matching manpower to the mission.  

Among the respondents, a difference in philosophy and approach surfaced about the way 
that Incident Management Teams should be dispatched into these types of responses. The 
first issue relates to whether IMT staging is best done in advance, or whether it is just as 
easy to stage personnel at home and have them on call until needed. Many IMT 
respondents said that the time spent in staging without a mission assignment was wasted 
and was of little use to FEMA and the general emergency response effort. Similarly, 
respondents reported that sending IMTs to a field location without a defined mission was 
not effective and that teams either “found” work ad hoc or were left with nothing to do. 

The second philosophical difference concerned whether short or advance teams should be 
sent into the field prior to team assignment. Some respondents stated that it would have 
been better to figure out the general assignment and situation on site (status of 
infrastructure, communications, etc.) before deciding which team members should come, 
than to have underutilized team members hanging around with nothing to do. 
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A third related philosophical difference was noted in the preference of using a custom 
team with fewer members to meet the need or whether it was better to field a fully staffed 
IMT. Some wildland fire agency respondents attached to the FEMA ROC, SACC, and 
USFS Regional Operations stated that it was more appropriate to send individual 
logistical and planning staff to these incidents that could integrate with other IMTs or 
form new teams. This idea extended to the development of specific logistical support 
teams with the right people, tools, and software. Most IMT respondents felt that it was 
better to enter into an unknown mission fully prepared with a full team of people who 
were “known and trusted”, and that it was easier to adapt a known team member to a new 
and unknown task than to try to assemble a team of unknowns to accomplish a known 
task. As a response to the implied waste of having idle personnel, IMT respondents 
offered that personnel could be sent home if the mission proved unproductive for specific 
positions. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Staging and Ordering 

• The optimum solution for ordering, staging and fielding IMTs into these 
environments was not agreed upon. All groups indicated that the current methods 
and assumptions for assembling teams requires further development, so that the 
process can be more adaptive, flexible and effective. 

 

IMT Organization 
We need to get back to the basics about implementing 

ICS. 
- Incident Commander 

Because of the restrictions on team members, each IMT went into action with 30 persons 
and then additional team members were name request resources. Faced with either a 
stated mission or an emerging mission, the IMTs universally set about making changes to 
their structure to fit the perceived mission. 

In many cases, respondents reported that FEMA was not there when they first arrived on 
scene. Afterwards, it took time to determine who was in charge and to sort out the players 
that continued to trickle in each day. Adaptations were made to account for the interface 
requirements with other agencies and several teams beefed up their liaison capacities 
considerably. 

Across the responding IMTs, respondents described how they applied ICS and their team 
structure to the problems at hand. Most IMTs used a textbook or doctrinal approach to 
ICS and placed the mission (even if it was logistical in nature) under the Operations 
Section. In some cases, operational firefighters found themselves responsible for 
databases, inventory tracking, and status reporting. In other cases, personnel from the 
Plans or Logistics sections were moved into Operations to lend technical support, or the 
operations work was spread out among all the sections with expertise.  
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Where Operations took the lead, some support section personnel were unsettled because 
they assumed that because the mission was a logistical mission, the Logistics Section 
should be the lead.  

Other IMTs distributed the work among the Plans, Logistics and Operations sections. 
While all reported that ICS worked in all-risk applications, there were noted differences 
in philosophy about the way it was applied, even among personnel on the same IMT. All 
respondents considered their version of ICS to be “successful” in accomplishing mission 
objectives. When asked about the observation, one Incident Commander attributed the 
apparent differences to a lack of discipline in implementing the basics of ICS doctrine. 

Overall, ICS was heralded as a success for implementing ground activities at the IMT 
level and below. Respondents noted that it produced a “center of mass” or “momentum” 
around which other agencies could be integrated or contained. The mature approaches to 
process used by wildland fire personnel reportedly integrated well with military 
cooperators, who were used to working with mature systems. 

 

Summary of Lessons Learned – IMT Organization 

• The Incident Command System was used by all responding IMTs, and was considered 
to be an important factor in getting results. Often, IMTs were the only organization 
on site with any ICS skills. 

• Personnel were varied in the way that they organized and applied the wildland fire 
ICS to new non-fire situations. While it did not seem to substantially impact the 
operational effectiveness of the teams, it may raise questions as to what is being 
trained to non-fire partners of wildland fire, the depth of understanding of ICS 
fundamentals, and what the appropriate all-risk philosophy should be when training 
wildland fire personnel. 

• ICS and IMT organization produced a center of mass and momentum, which enabled 
Incident Commanders to set a direction for others to follow and provided a vision of 
what “right” looked like. 
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Unified Command 
Unified command is a concept of command where the owners of jurisdictional territory 
(physical or operational) share decision-making and jointly determine the objectives and 
tasking of the operation. It can be used when owners of the jurisdictions will not (or 
cannot for legal or political reasons) release authority or control to another agency. 
Personnel are generally co-located. While usually not as quick or effective as an agreed 
upon chain of command, it is often necessary in all-risk multi-agency responses. 

Across the hurricane response, IMTs attempted to quickly establish order in the field 
through trying to build an agreed upon chain of command with those who were present. 
The methods used to do this ranged from being friendly to subtle forms of blackmail. 
Usually, through a combination of luck, personalities, and momentum, some teams were 
able to establish a pecking order of some kind. Like a dog pack, the order had to be 
reinforced every time a new player arrived and attempted to take control, but overall it 
was seen as successful and the preferred method, if it could be achieved. 

The practice of unified command has a record of working in past relief efforts and was 
seen by the Incident Commanders as the only way to go in these multi-agency and 
politically charged events. The successes cited by respondents in this relief effort and in 
previous efforts were small, involving two or three entities. In one IMT’s experience in 
Florida, an established chain of command worked well for the first assignment to 
establish a pass-through warehouse. The second assignment to establish a Critical Care 
Center was conducted under unified command.  

Summary of Lessons Learned – Unified Command 

• IMTs attempted to establish a pecking order and chain of command early in the 
process whenever possible. 

• Unified command was used successfully in the 2004 Hurricane Response and was 
advocated by Incident Command Teams for future use when a chain of command 
cannot be established. Generally, IMT respondents accepted and advocated the use 
of unified command when jurisdictional issues were present. 
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Plans and Logistics 
Most planning and logistics lessons were specific to the problems posed by the individual 
mission assignments. Common themes in both these sections focused on dealing with the 
errors and problems stemming from poorly defined or communicated missions. Section 
chiefs found it difficult to guide subordinates in controlling scope creep and setting 
objectives in many cases. In most cases, these sections reported better communication 
and relationships with other supporting agencies such as the Department of Defense and 
the Department of Transportation, than with FEMA itself. Personnel from other agencies 
with previous ICS experience reportedly worked well with these sections. 

Coordination with FEMA and other agencies was complicated by a mismatch in planning 
and staffing cycles. According to IMT respondents, the operational cycles used by the 
wildland fire IMTs and FEMA’s operational cycles did not synchronize well, 
complicating planning activities and personnel availability for decision making. On 
several missions, IMTs were able to staff night operational periods, enabling the teams to 
make great progress once freed from the interruption and chaos associated with the day 
operational period. Conversely, FEMA generally placed their strongest leaders and 
personnel on shift during the day. IMT night shift operations reported issues with 
resolving problems and getting support during the night shift, because FEMA tended to 
assign their weakest personnel to night shift duty.  

Summary of Lessons Learned – Plans and Logistics 

• Logistics and planning sections were impacted adversely by the lack of mission 
definition and leader’s intent. 

• Differences between the ICS operational periods and planning cycles used by the 
IMTs and by FEMA complicated coordination and planning activities. 

• IMTs conducting distribution and shipping missions should plan for reduced FEMA 
night shift capability, and push critical decision making into day hours if possible. 
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Information 
Because of the large amount of ongoing change and uncertainty, respondent interviews 
revealed an overall larger amount of care and time taken with briefing and coordination 
activities between incoming and outgoing teams, and between IMT members. Daily or 
more frequent briefings were held between team members, with members of coordinating 
agencies, Area Command, and the ESF#4 or USFS Regional Operations, as needed. 
Liaison officers held briefing and coordination meetings several times a day. New 
arrivals were routinely briefed up front. These meetings, while time consuming, were 
seen as critical for the success of the team given the demands of the environment. Some 
teams integrated other cooperators of FEMA personnel into team briefings. 

In many cases teams worked to co-locate FEMA, other IMTs, and other agencies in joint 
environments – sometimes through unified command, or through close physical 
proximity. Joint Information Centers were considered to be useful to some IMTs to 
eliminate confusion and rumors, and eased the information management and distribution 
problems. One team reported that establishing working boundaries with the FEMA field 
Public Information Officer (PIO) was the key to preventing uncontrolled expansion of the 
mission through unexpected announcements. Having the FEMA PIO participate in the 
operational briefings and planning meetings was successful and helped to maintain a 
positive working relationship with FEMA.  

 

Summary of Lessons Learned - Information 

• Communication requirements were extremely heavy in the hurricane response events.  
Briefings were held many times a day at points, and special meetings were common 
to support the information needs of agency cooperators. Briefing duration and 
frequency was higher than in wildland fire operations. 

• Joint Information Centers were considered to be useful to some IMTs to eliminate 
confusion and rumors, and eased the information management and distribution 
problems. 
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Fatigue 
We were handcuffed, but told to be ready over and over 

again. We feel drained, as though we‘ve been here for 
two months instead of two weeks. 

- IMT staff member 

It was widely reported by both wildland fire and FEMA personnel that exhaustion and 
fatigue played a significant role as the string of hurricane responses progressed. Most 
likely due to its historical inexperience with large long-duration events, FEMA has no 
standards for managing or countering fatigue. IMT personnel reported frequent cases 
where FEMA personnel were being pushed beyond their capabilities. 

Wildland fire personnel reported wide variations in fatigue factors, depending on what 
they were assigned to do, but more importantly, if the work was rewarding or 
meaningful. Personnel who had been assigned seemingly pointless work or no work at all 
commented frequently that they could not wait to demobilize. These personnel reported 
that these assignments caused fatigue and morale problems. Many others (usually non-
IMT personnel), when stuck in poor assignments, reportedly found ways to leave their 
assignment so that they could feel useful helping other groups. 

For those that found meaningful work, fatigue was generally not reported. Because the 
process of developing relationships, processes and procedures for managing a mission 
often took more than a week to pull together, wildland fire personnel reported frustration 
with the wildland fire work-rest policies. Interviewees reported disappointment at the 
prospect of leaving their operation once that progress was finally being made and work 
was becoming more rewarding. Respondents questioned if the safety factors that the 
wildland fire 14-day work assignment policy was intended to correct was still applicable 
to these all-risk logistical support assignments. In some cases, fire management permitted 
teams to stay one or two extra days to finish out assignments rather than transitioning a 
new team into an assignment that was winding down. No ill-effects were reported as the 
result of these extensions.. When extended, personnel reported that the extensions made 
the mission more rewarding. Extensions, however, appeared to the Information 
Collection Team members to be the exception rather than the rule, and most teams left 
after 14 days on assignment. 

Summary of Lessons Learned - Fatigue 

• Fatigue and morale varied more due to the type of work, rather than the pace of it. 

• Respondents generally agreed that the use of the 14-day assignment restriction 
should be reexamined to be more applicable to these assignments. 
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FEMA and ICS 
 FEMA, under the Federal Response Plan, is ICS in a 

different form. 
-  FEMA Operations Leader 

FEMA needs to adopt ICS to be successful. 
-  (another) FEMA Operations Leader 

Typical of the wide range of skills and abilities seen in FEMA personnel across the 
hurricane response, FEMA respondent views also varied widely concerning FEMA’s 
adoption of the Incident Command System (ICS) or the upcoming implementation of the 
National Incident Management System (NIMS). The opinions of FEMA Operations 
personnel ranged from denial, to indicating that the change meant a “repainting job”, to 
admitting that the change would mean an all out structural change.  Some FEMA 
operations personnel recognized that other emergency service organizations had 
successfully adapted ICS to their needs, and were convinced that ICS was the way for the 
future in FEMA.  Several FEMA respondents expressed dedication to demonstrating 
success in the implementation of ICS during the 2004 Hurricane Response effort. 

Generally, wildland fire respondents reported that FEMA personnel did not generally use 
ICS during the 2004 Hurricane Response, nor were they particularly interested in doing 
so. But, where Area Command was able to place more of the response operation under 
ICS in cooperation with FEMA, ICS was implemented in a wider range of activities. 
Wildland fire respondents unanimously agreed that FEMA would benefit from the 
adoption of ICS and its core principles, but more importantly, that their own mission 
would be greatly simplified. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – FEMA and ICS 

• FEMA was not observed using ICS outside of participating in the IMT operations. 

• FEMA attitudes about the pending transition to ICS varied, indicating spotty 
acceptance of the concept by FEMA personnel. 

• Wildland fire respondents agreed unanimously that FEMA would benefit (as would 
they) from adopting ICS. 
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Area Command 
The use of an Area Command Teams (ACT) during a hurricane response was tried for the 
first time during the 2004 Hurricane Response. USFS Regional Operations originally 
counseled FEMA Regional Operations to use an Area Command Team when it became 
apparent that there would be many IMTs operating on the response effort, and that an 
ACT would be helpful for the same reasons it would be in a complex fire scenario: to 
assist with span of control, to set priorities, and to allocate resources. 

The first ACT was initially co-located at the FEMA Regional Operations Center in 
Atlanta. After Hurricane Charley, it was moved to Orlando, Florida. As mentioned 
earlier, a second Area Command Team was later ordered to support the non-Florida IMTs 
prior to Ivan’s arrival, after the first ACT was limited to Florida operations by the FEMA 
DFO in Orlando. Follow-on ACTs eventually replaced both these teams after this 
collection effort stopped, so the impressions contained herein relate to the first ACTs that 
worked on the response. 

According to interviewees, at first the Area Command Team had difficulties trying to 
find its place in the command and control hierarchy. IMTs operating under the first ACT 
reported having difficulty with Area Command in the mix, and did not perceive much 
benefit from the presence of the ACT. Some saw the presence of Area Command as an 
extra layer of bureaucracy. They reported that USFS Regional Operations personnel 
would sometimes “go around” the ACT, clouding the roles and responsibilities of the 
ACT in the eyes of the IMTs. Another IC reported only conversing once or twice with 
ACT during their assignment, but felt better that they were there. 

Eventually, the first Area Command Team settled into four primary operational duties 
during the response effort, which were adopted as objectives for the second ACT: 

• Take care of the IMT logistical needs 
• Serve as a buffer from outside influences (FEMA and ESF#4 traffic) 
• Act as a central point of contact, replacing the link to the ESF#4 from each IMT 
• Coordinate state-wide aircraft operations 

Beyond these operational objectives, the first Area Command Team stated that the new 
role of Area Command had expanded to taking workload off the line officers dealing with 
large incidents. In the case of the second ACT, USFS Regional Operations personnel 
reported that the ACT had indeed relieved them of some of the workload at their levels, 
affirming this trend. 

When the second Area Command Team arrived, much more was known about what the 
role of Area Command should be, based upon the experience with the first ACT. In the 
second round, the briefing for the Area Command Team was observed by the Information 
Collection Team and lasted more than three hours. During this briefing, roles and 
responsibilities were clearly defined. With the overall mission of acting as a single point 
of contact for the IMTs, and working as a regular ACT, the ACT would act as a shield 
and filter to keep the IMTs from needing to deal with the communication requirements of 
FEMA and ESF#4. 
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Apart and above the operational objectives, USFS Regional Operations and Area 
Command personnel cited FEMA education, mentoring, and the importance of 
demonstrating ICS success with FEMA as a “major objective” of the ACT during in the 
response. It was stated that much better efficiency would be obtained through the use of 
ICS and that FEMA had to be encouraged to adopt ICS to smooth the path. Respondents 
also said that the exercise in Area Command would assist FEMA in learning to think 
more strategically in its response actions, which were generally categorized as reactive 
and short-sighted by ESF#4s and fire management personnel. 

Although the IMTs remained technically split on the viability of the Area Command 
concept, the teams under the second ACT interviewed by the Information Collection 
Team reported that the concept was generally working well and as designed. Both USFS 
Regional Operations and IMTs reported benefits in reducing workload for both parties. 
At the time the Information Collection Team left the area, the final outcome and the 
details of how Area Command was integrated with ESF#4 and USFS Regional 
Operations had not yet emerged. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Area Command 

• IMT respondents were split on the concept of using Area Command in these 
operations.  IMTs that arrived later in the response appeared to have a higher 
acceptance of the concept than IMTs who arrived early in the process. 

• USFS Regional Operations perceived the presence of Area Command as a benefit to 
them, especially in the second round of ACT use. ACT successfully relieved much of 
the workload and enabled the Operations staff to focus more on the regional issues 
and problems not directly related to individual IMT taskings. 
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 Global Impressions 
The Role of Politics and Competition 

FEMA’s got an impossible job. They need to meet 
political and public expectations in an instant gratification 
world. They come in when the state is overwhelmed with 

a chaotic emergency and try to work with 40 different 
agencies to get help to people who are desperate to get 
it. One person doesn’t get a hot meal and a shower and 

FEMA has failed.  
- ESF#4 

FEMA is more concerned about “appearing” to be 
helping, but not really actually helping. They send 

resources whether they are needed or not and if an IMT 
refuses it then the IMT is blamed for the tasking failure. 

- Wildland Fire Operations leader 

At all levels, wildland fire resources reported a highly politicized environment where 
agency liaisons and representatives all expected to be in charge and drive events to their 
needs. All IMTs reported that each agency that had a role in the response (big or small), 
had reporting requirements to their agency chain of command, and were measured on 
how well they accomplished their piece of the larger picture. The hurricane response was 
commonly seen as an opportunity for these agencies and organizations to showcase their 
importance, with FEMA being front and center in this effort.  

The picture painted by IMT personnel working in distribution and staging operations, 
was an environment where most players needed to be able to report progress against their 
objectives. This produced a huge need for current information about where supplies were 
located and what had been delivered. At one point following Hurricane Ivan, FEMA 
logistics staff wanted updated inventory reports every two hours. At local and operational 
staging areas it was not uncommon to have three or four agencies trying to count the 
same trucks and containers for their own reporting needs. Interviewees at FEMA 
Operations stated unequivocally that the core benefit of wildland fire IMTs was that they 
provided “eyes on ground” intelligence and reported the quantities of relief resources, 
goods, and materials delivered to the needy site. These inventory measurements 
determined success or failure for FEMA.  

IMT personnel reported that this measurement was extremely important. They described 
the difficulty of managing a “zero sum game” between agencies, where one agency’s 
failure is another’s success, and where the fault for an error was quickly deflected to 
others or was quickly hidden. The political pressures, particularly with FEMA, were 
reported as extreme and far beyond the pressures typically experienced in wildland fire 
operations. Many IMTs shared stories of FEMA needing to suddenly relocate resources, 
consolidate personnel, or change leaders to demonstrate progress to political forces at the 
departmental or legislative level. To many wildland agency personnel, these reactions 
and gyrations appeared operationally nonsensical in relation to the ground mission’s 
requirements. 
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In this competitive environment where the relief effort had no measurable collective or 
“team” result, IMTs were tasked with designing, negotiating, building, and maintaining 
information management systems that fed the huge need for information. Teams were 
tasked with building new agreed upon chains of command (or when jurisdictionally 
impossible, unified command), and liaison relationships in an environment where many 
players had significant political objectives or agendas outside the overarching “team” 
result of supplying aid and comfort. Many wildland fire respondents found this apparent 
lack of common values frustrating and a new experience. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Role of Politics and Competition 

• The response process and system, as described in the Federal Response Plan, creates 
conflicting priorities for the agencies on the ground. These conflicts interfere with the 
creation of a collective team result for the effort and set the precursor for natural 
dysfunction. 

Managing the Unexpected 
When all you have is a hammer, everything starts 

looking like a nail. 
- Ops Section Chief paraphrasing an old saying 

The Wildland fire community has developed a robust and tested ICS-based doctrine for 
managing wildland fires over many years. This discipline and culture is trained from the 
very beginning of a wildland firefighter’s career. Moreover, it is reinforced many times a 
year during real life operations. The expectations and assumptions of the operational 
norm are deeply entrenched in the workforce. While this set of doctrine, experience, and 
philosophies enables wildland fire personnel to become immediately effective once on 
the ground in a fire environment, it is a double-edged sword in the all-risk response 
environment. 

For years, Incident Management Teams and agency fire operations personnel in the 
southeastern U.S. have been assisting with hurricane responses. Consistently, these 
respondents stressed how hard it is to bring firefighting personnel around to understand 
and adapt to the magnitude of the change in thinking that the all-risk environment 
presents.  

While ICS is generally perceived to be usable everywhere, some respondents stated that 
the difficulty stemmed from wildland fire’s version of ICS (particularly the organizations, 
support processes, tools, and policies that support firefighting).  These do not translate 
well to the demands of the FEMA-run disaster management environment. The very 
behaviors, assumptions, processes, protocols, and decision-making processes that make 
for an extremely effective firefighting organization, often undermine the ability to 
recognize changes in the environment, adopt new strategies, and think outside the “box” 
in places where the wildland fire structure and processes do not exist. The transition to 
the new environment took many wildland fire personnel by surprise, and was an ongoing 
source of frustration and disappointment as personnel kept trying to implement their old 
tools and habits in a new world. 
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Setting Expectations 

We work for FEMA as part of the larger national 
emergency response effort. This is not a fire, and you 

are not in charge. 

Your assignment may be frustrating, angering, boring, 
and poorly organized. You may have sub-standard 

accommodations and food. Your sleeping areas may be 
wet, buggy, and reptile- infested. Expect long periods of 

standing by in staging areas waiting for missions and 
direction. You may not be assigned to do anything for 

the entire length of your assignment! The morale of 
fellow workers, and possibly yourself, might be at an all-

time low and may last for several weeks after your 
assignment. 

- Assignment initial briefing information 

Some differences become obvious soon after starting a FEMA disaster response mission. 
For many respondents (individuals and teams, alike), it could not have been soon enough. 
Normally in total command, the FEMA response places IMTs into a situation and status 
akin to the 17th shovel on a hand crew, working under a marginal crew boss. They 
frequently do not know what the big plan is, who is in charge, what the specific plan is, 
when they will stop, or when they will go home. They possess a “can do” attitude and 
some are willing to do practically anything. The shift associated from the normal 
situation of being in command, the first to know, tactically focused, and busy was turned 
upside down. Here, many IMTs found themselves serving a supporting role, with little 
information, performing a tactically ambiguous and unfamiliar mission with little actual 
work. The mindset change required to adapt to this shift was considerable. 

Respondents indicated that disaster response assignments are fraught with uncertainty 
and cause previously unknown types and levels of stress on both people and systems. 
Learning to live with the uncertainty is difficult. People commonly seek to find ways to 
turn unknowns into knowns, whether through a hunger for information (such as with the 
response agencies), hanging on to old ways of doing things, or otherwise resisting 
change.  

SACC respondents and USFS Regional Operations personnel reported large numbers of 
name request resource orders in the early weeks of the incident, as personnel attempted to 
exercise control over their environment by bringing in people who were known 
quantities, rather than dealing with another unknown. When faced with a lack of 
predictable events, personnel generally tended to side with prior personal relationships 
over equally or more qualified local resources. No level of the organization was immune. 
SACC received name requests ranging from Incident Commanders to forklift operators. 
The phenomenon was not limited to wildland fire resources and occurred system-wide 
with other agencies, including FEMA. 
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USFS Regional Operations attempted to mitigate some of the unfamiliarity and 
discomfort through the use of more briefing information. The effort deepened with 
incoming IMTs as the response continued. Information that was included and repeated by 
IMT team members’ messages reinforced the value of discipline, perspective, and 
identity in making the transition: 

• Be disciplined but flexible in your work and your thinking. 

• Keep perspective, and remember that you will rarely ever have good situation 
awareness on the larger operation. 

• Remember who you are (identity) and for whom you work. 

Following is some of the detailed guidance of these messages: 

Discipline 

Everyday we get a new Elvis sighting – the hard part is 
learning to measure your reaction so that you are still 

listening, but only reacting at the right amount. It takes 
experience to know when to jump. I don’t know how you 

could train that.  
 

It was common to hear that Elvis was in the hotel, but 
then if you later heard that he was seen in the restaurant 
and then later by the pool, you started to put some stock 

into the rumor and might start to investigate it. 
 

- IMT Staff members discussing the rumors and gyrations 
caused by potential mission assignments floating through 

the system 

In response activities, some firefighters related stories of being faced with people in 
distress, requesting assistance that could have been met on the spot. Some respondents 
expressed guilt at being thanked by hurricane victims, when they privately knew that they 
were really doing nothing to help them. Incident Commanders acknowledged that the 
potential for distraction was great and the temptation to start working on something 
(anything) was strong. The natural response was to react and engage. However, once 
finally settled on a mission, IMTs found increasing opportunities to expand their service 
beyond the original mission, but doing so in a thoughtful and planned manner.  

Command staff with previous hurricane response experience emphasized that to remain 
effective within the larger response effort, firefighters must keep focused on the assigned 
mission and follow the agreed upon process (whatever it may be), so that resources can 
be committed in a deliberate and measured way. Even for IMTs, it was challenging to 
keep mission focus in these environments. Sometimes, there was little direct guidance 
provided outside the mission assignments and subsequent discussions about what the 
mission assignment really meant. Respondents reported that wildland fire personnel 
could let the default “can do” attitude make a decision about engaging in operations when 
they really needed to be exercising the mental discipline to ask themselves, “Should we 
do it?”, “Is this our job in the big picture of things?”, or “Where are the lines that define 
the job?” 
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Another item related to discipline concerned a natural human reaction. When faced with 
an unknown future and the associated stress it produces, people naturally react by 
becoming hyper-vigilant to the environment and attempt to plan for contingencies and 
alternate courses of action. The emergency response environment is fraught with 
uncertainty and unknowns and personnel reported struggling with trying to predict an 
environment that is often unpredictable. 

IMT personnel reported that as a need for assistance on the ground was communicated up 
the chain of command, decisions were made, and mission assignments came back down 
the chain again. The problem would pass through many hands. Requests and discussions 
are heard, overheard, passed along, and were done in a typically close and 
communication-intensive work environment. Through the telling and retelling in the 
rumor mill, comments turned into requests, and requests implied new mission 
assignments. These potential future mission assignments began to creep into operational 
planning and started to affect ongoing operations as personnel began to anticipate 
changes. 

Termed “Elvis sightings”, leaders reported that it demanded a constant effort to help 
people from overreacting or making decisions based on speculative information. Having 
the discipline to listen to the rumor mill for intelligence and then making decisions about 
its viability was hard, especially for the lesser experienced or when people were being 
underutilized. 

Perspective 
We felt like a resource drain using up food, water, and 

rooms that the people in the area needed. We listened to 
their stories of survival and felt like we were able to 

accomplish very little, used their scarce resources and 
then abandoned them. We are ruining the morale of our 

people [with this work]. 
-Incident Commander 

Responders and managers with years of FEMA experience described how difficult it was 
to perceive the size and complexity of the whole disaster response effort. Further, seeing 
the whole picture was probably impossible, even for FEMA. Working as a function under 
FEMA means that FEMA is in charge and will remain so regardless of how dysfunctional 
it is perceived to be at times. While IMTs admitted that they might not have command, 
they realized that they had influence in the process through leading from the side and 
from below. 

Across the board, the stories and interviews with FEMA and wildland fire personnel 
reaffirm that the FEMA emergency response effort was based on a different set of values, 
rules, and measurements than those taught or used in wildland fire. The measurements of 
failure or success were different; sometimes the very presence of resources was enough, 
regardless of what happened on the ground. As an agency with its operational history in 
“recovery management” vs. “incident response”, FEMA is connected much higher up the 
political food chain than the fire management offices of the land management agencies. 
As a result, the focus of some response efforts appeared strange and the methods 
ludicrous to some respondents.  
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Understanding and keeping in mind that there is a “big picture”, even if all of it is not 
visible, was cited by respondents as core to keeping emotions under control and making 
some sense out of situations that at times make no sense at all. Wildland fire IMTs 
sometimes represent the “17th shovel” and leaders reported that briefing and counseling 
subordinates to that reality was an important and recurrent activity.  
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While the intrinsic rewards that sustain Incident Management Team members during 
these assignments are different from wildland fire duty, there are rewards in meaningful 
mission assignments. The immediate feedback and rewards enjoyed by the generic 
wildland fire workforce is often totally absent in this environment. 

Beyond policy and direction, wildland firefighters possess an ethic and culture that they 
carry with them to assignments. Working in environments that are dissimilar in values 
and assumptions, produce stresses not seen during even the longest fire campaigns.  

Out-of-region Incident Commanders and Section Chiefs noted the leadership demands 
associated with keeping up with team needs were greater than any fire assignment 
previously encountered. Keeping themselves and their teammates healthy and on firm 
emotional and psychological ground was a paramount duty of Incident Commanders 
during these assignments. ICs reported spending large amounts of time and effort on 
attending to the condition and maintenance of the team’s psychological health, stress, and 
morale. Leaders spoke of the emotional toll that the work exacted on some team 
members, especially when the work was frustrating, unrewarding or disheartening. They 
also reinforced that having nothing to do when there was so much need all around was 
very hard on people. 

Identity 

As with almost all aspects of ground operations discussed earlier, people improvised and 
generated different outcomes and solutions where there was confusion about such things 
as chain of command, policy, or coordination responsibilities. 

Presumably a facet of the general “whose policy applies?” and “who’s in charge?” 
ambiguity discussed earlier, incident and operations personnel described having difficulty 
with pockets of individuals adhering to home agency workforce policies. Respondents 
speculated that messages such as “working for FEMA,” “we’re on FEMA’s money,” 
“FEMA’s calling the shots,” and “be flexible,” were cumulatively interpreted as 
separation. This interpretation may have had the net effect of communicating to some 
employees that they had been “given away” to another agency for the mission, or at least 
that the home agency didn’t matter. Managers reported being occasionally exasperated by 
the way that USFS rules were not being followed and feeling as if the employees had 
forgotten who was paying them. Note: Although it is related by root cause, this issue was 
reported independent of the incidents relating to the “lost” community relations 
personnel or the policy confusion regarding the application of USFS driver qualifications 
policies with NWCG cooperators. 

Respondents identified the need for flexibility and adaptability as paramount for these 
assignments, yet many respondents were unclear about the boundary lines and 
interrelationships between land agency policy, client policy, and incident management or 
National Wildland Coordinating Group policy. This brought confusion on the ground 
about what rules could be ignored, broken, or bent during the 2004 Hurricane Response. 
Generally, regional management and IMT staff appeared clear on these subjects, but they 
were also the people most likely to be at the policy decision points. It was widely 
accepted that each incident tended to yield its own variation as the wheel was reinvented 
and internal policies shifted. 
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Experienced personnel reinforced the need for everyone working on the assignment to 
stay “between the lines” and to remember who they were, what they were there to do, and 
who they worked for. The 2004 Hurricane Response effort posed challenges to that goal 
for many responders. 

When discussing the role of discipline, perspective and identity in these assignments, ICs 
reported that not only did they have to brief these realities once, but they had to repeat 
and reinforce the message every day while on assignment, even to experienced team 
members. The need for informing, repeating, and reassuring was considered to be one of 
the biggest differences from the fire environment and is an area where these Incident 
Commanders spent a lot of their time. 

Summary of Lessons Learned – Managing the Unexpected 

• The mature incident management systems and processes used by wildland fire 
personnel to fight fires do not always apply well to all-risk response efforts. 

• Respondents stressed how hard it is to bring firefighting personnel around to 
understand and adapt to the change in thinking required in all-risk environments. 

• In the early weeks of the response, large numbers of name request resource orders 
were issued as personnel attempted to exercise control over their environment by 
bringing in people who were known quantities. 

• IMTs found themselves having ample opportunities to expand their service beyond 
the original mission once they were established.  

• Personnel emphasized the importance of exercising the mental discipline as “Should 
I do it?”, rather than “Can I do it?” 

• Hyper-vigilance, caused by stress, resulted in ongoing rumor mills.  These  
sometimes affected operational planning as personnel began to anticipate new 
mission assignments. 

• Understanding and keeping in mind the “big picture” was cited by respondents as 
core to keeping emotions under control and making some sense out of nonsensical 
situations. 

• IMT leaders considered the task of keeping themselves and their teammates healthy 
and on firm emotional and psychological ground a paramount leadership duty of 
Incident Commanders during these assignments. 

• Respondents identified the need for flexibility and adaptability as paramount for 
these assignments, yet many respondents were unclear about the boundary lines and 
interrelationships between land agency policy, client policy, and incident 
management or NWCG policy. This brought confusion on the ground about what 
rules could be ignored, broken, or bent during the 2004 Hurricane Response. 

 


