After Action Review (AAR) Rollup – Lessons Learned

Incident Name:  Hurricane Rita Response

Dates of Assignment:  9/25 to 10/07  

Unit or Jurisdiction(s):  Southeast Texas

Geographic Area:  FEMA R-6

Report Submitted by:  Wally Bennett’s NR IMT
Phone Number:  (406)-751-2248

COMMAND

1.
What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?  Based upon the individual’s knowledge, skills and abilities, not their IQCS qualifications, the IMT identified County EOC needs, and matched the right person with the right skills to the specific task that needed to be completed. As a result, the assistance provided enabled the EOCs to operate at a more efficient level and respond to the immediate needs of their communities. In addition, the NR IMT carries a Liaison Officer with specific local level skills in emergency management, and this individual was invaluable, especially during interaction with the Department of Public Safety Coordinator (DPS) and the other local decision makers assigned to the Disaster District Center (DDC). This enabled the two IMTs to identify the immediate issues and quickly resolve those issues before they escalated to the political level. We recommend that the Liaison Officer position become a primary IMT member of the Command and General staff on the short team configuration.
2.
What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  The most difficult challenge was working with the field level EOCs. At the County EOC level, the established ordering protocols were not followed, delaying the timely response of resources. As an example, many people in the local county EOCs would say they needed specific resources, and by making that statement, they thought those resources were ordered, rather than elevating the request to the Disaster District Center (DDC) or ordering through the appropriate channels. The good neighbor’s concept was not exercised effectively, such as requesting assistance from the neighboring counties in west Texas that were not impacted by the event. This specific issue was resolved by the IMT inserting the right people with the right skills to address and resolve the specific task(s) that needed to be completed.

3.
What changes, additions or deletions are recommended to various training curriculums?  Need greater emphasis on the National Response Plan and all risk training at the single resource boss level and above, especially I-400 and S-400. 

4.
What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Based upon what was learned, what is your recommendation for resolution?  Daily Leaders Meeting…At the Base Camps where several different cooperators are all co-located, there needs to be a Daily Leaders Meeting (DLM) to identify issues and task the resolution to those issues to the cooperator most capable of resolving the issue prior to the next operational period. The DLM would facilitate consistency, build continuity, and strengthen cohesiveness.
SAFETY  
1.
What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?  The most notable success was the ability of the safety officers from both teams to work closely together, and utilize the varied experience and expertise to solve safety concerns unique to the hurricane response. 

2.
What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  Having to manage base safety concerns with a variety of agencies where we had little or no liaison or coordination with respective peer groups. Having a safety presence with crews was difficult to maintain over the eight counties in southeast Texas when locations were constantly changing and communications were limited. Fueling stations are inherently dangerous and need to be staffed with safety equipment, signs and managed by trained personnel. Direct contact with individual organization representatives was accomplished when those representatives were identified. Maintaining a presence required constant travel and was not always adequate based upon the level of complexity. Fueling task concerns were mitigated by developing a Fueling Protocol/Guidelines Briefing Paper that provided training, initiating a traffic flow plan, separating other functions from the proximity of fueling operations and assigning fire engines.

3.
What changes, additions or deletions are recommended to various training curriculums?  Training curriculums need to be developed that address all risk incident management. The wildland fire organization is focused on wildfire suppression and is slow to accept all risk assignments that include hurricane response, earthquakes and railroad derailments where personal may be exposed to hazmat, storm damage and resultant hazards/risks, civilian evacuation/displacement, and urban hazards such as downed power lines, civilian unrest and communication disruption.  

4.
What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Based on what was learned, what is your recommendation for resolution?  The coordination between all the organizations located at this base camp to jointly identify and mitigate safety hazards, traffic flow and maintaining exit requirements in the building. The communications challenges were not adequately resolved due to constantly changing cell phone numbers and limited cell phone coverage in the heavily impacted areas. This was a direct result of FEMA memorandums regarding use of cell phones on incidents and must be addressed at the national level, brought back to FEMA identified as an unacceptable directive that contradicts communications as a primary component to risk mitigation and incident personnel safety.

Nationally a process needs to be identified that will encourage a mutually beneficial ICS format for facilities that are utilized by multiple agencies and organizations. The use of team cell phones would provide for immediate cell phone communications and limit the variety of phone numbers and changes that occur. 

OPERATIONS

1.
What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?  The ability of personnel in the operations section to adapt to an atypical assignment and carry out their assigned mission successfully with little or no previous experience was exemplary. This was accomplished by remaining flexible, motivated and professional in carrying out their duties while dealing with a variety of obstacles and challenges.

2.
What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  The challenges included the overall management of the incident and the clear articulation of the expected IMT mission. From an operations perspective a clear concise definition of those roles and responsibilities at the onset of the assignment would have been helpful. Adjusting to the political structure and atmosphere of the individual counties was also necessary in order for team members to be effective. Team members were able to tailor their management styles to the personalities of those they interfaced with in each of the six counties they operated in.

3.
What changes, additions or deletions are recommended to various training curriculums?  Where appropriate, add information on the National Response Plan, about who our partners are and what they do in regard to all risk incidents during the initial response and recovery phases. Also, making trainees aware of the possibility that they may, someday, be faced with trying to function in a non-standard work environment would be useful. Being exposed to 2-3 examples of different types of environments would better prepare them to deal with non-standard work situations when they occurred on all risk incidents.  

4.
What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Based on what was learned, what is your recommendation for resolution?  The apparent lack of centralized leadership and standardized protocols on an incident of this type continues to be frustrating for the operations section. As many hurricanes that have occurred in the last 20 years our experiences should have led to some established procedures for dealing with them by now. Instead, each incident seems to be handled as if it was the first time it had ever happened.

HUMAN RESOURCES

1.
What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?  FEMA assigned a stress management counselor to the incident.  The counselor stayed at camp and was available 24 hours per day to assist incident personnel. Incident HRSP’s worked closely with the FEMA counselor.

2.
What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  Interaction with personnel from as many as 24 different federal, state, local agencies and volunteer organizations many of whom were completely unfamiliar with camp facilities, code of conduct, their rights and responsibilities on incidents. The IMT posted Incident Code of Conduct, employee rights and responsibilities on all bulletin boards in camp and included it in the IAP. Code of Conduct and the Rights and Responsibilities of personnel assigned to the incident were discussed at the morning briefing.

There was extensive interaction by the HRSP with evacuees and displaced persons, many of whom were in very emotional states.  As soon as possible, bring trained disaster counselors in to work with evacuees.

3.
What changes, additions or deletions are recommended to various training curriculums?

4.
What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Based on what was learned, what is your recommendation for resolution?  In the situation where many agencies/organizations/contractors are working out of a single base camp, what authority does the IMT have to enforce ethics and conduct rules? How do we best notify other agency/organization personnel of these rules and responsibilities?

All agency/organization leaders should meet early on in the incident, to develop an Incident Code of Conduct. This should be agreed upon and shared with ALL incident response personnel regardless of agency or organization.

PLANS

1.
What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?  Inserting individuals into Emergency Operation Centers to help the local EOC organize and get back on their feet was very successful. Most organizations just need some assistance getting back on their feet after a major disaster. Once that is accomplished that assistance should be removed to allow the organization to stand on its own.

2.
What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  Two Type 1 Incident Management Teams were combined to run a large base camp and provide assistance and support to 10 counties.  Every facet of each respective section’s protocols and procedures had to be modified to fit and accomplish the mission. Obvious team dynamics, working relationships that are fostered and built within each team cannot be maintained on an incident when two teams are merged together to accomplish a common mission. The merging of two IMTs always sounds like the most efficient way to conduct business. However, after a careful review of the mission, the IMTs could have been co-located, with each team having distinct objectives and missions, and the integrity of the respective teams would have been maintained.
3.
What changes, additions or deletions are recommended to various training curriculums?  The IMTs are formed as teams.  The team’s members train, work, and meet together as a unit for a specific purpose. Each team member knows what to expect from each other and everyone understands their team’s protocols. The merging of two teams can threaten the purpose of this concept.

No changes in the curriculum are needed. Discourage merging teams. History has proven that it does not work as well as keeping the team separate and focused on their individual objectives.

4.
What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Based on what was learned, what is your recommendation for resolution?  Carefully consider the costs and benefits to blending two Incident Management Teams, and unless there is an overwhelming benefit resist the urge to combine two IMTs.

FINANCE

1.
What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?  Please explain.  Teamwork, adaptability and flexibility were the key to the teams’ success to pull together and be assigned tasks out of their normal incident assignments to ensure accomplishment of the assigned missions/tasks.

Agencydocs.com was an excellent method to accomplish upward reporting, but it was not always accessible due to downed phone/power lines. 

2.
What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  Official mission tasking was not received until 4-5 days into the assignment necessitating changes in job codes and then finding out on the last work day of the pay period and first day of the new fiscal year that the job code may not be active in time to payroll personnel. This necessitated an additional change in the funding codes in the ITS program to display costs properly.    

Lack of communications: no phones (incident agency provided cell or hard line), faxes and e-mail capabilities. No incident provided communications until 3-5 days into the incident. Buying Team was located away and communications was limited. We resolved problems using our own agency and personal cell phones for the initial 3-5 days. This cannot be allowed to continue as neither the agencies nor the individuals can afford to carry the communication system on their agency accounts, and agency or personal cell phones, especially during the critical initial set up on an incident. Individuals will refuse to conduct agency business until properly outfitted with incident communications. This may further delay a successful response to the emergency and may affect individual safety.   

Few of the agencies were talking amongst each other until late in the recovery efforts. This slowed response to the needs of the evacuees, made for duplication of efforts and hampered the success.  

We had an incident where limited fuel was available and difficult to obtain from any of the FEMA associated organizations (DOT, DOD etc) without a specific written authorization. A very easy solution could have been found with the contact numbers and names of individuals to contact to obtain fuel to keep the operation up and running.  

3.
What changes additions or deletions are recommended to wildfire training curriculums?  We recommend that FEMA and other agency (DOD, DOT, COE, etc) representatives attend sessions on basic ICS system (I-200) especially in the logistical and financial areas. 

It is recommended that FEMA and other agency representatives (DOD, DOT, COE, etc) go to a fire incident and observe how a team goes from its initial call out to building an ICP and ordering supplies from start to finish. 

4.
What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Cell Phones:  We recommend that the Geographic Area Coordination Centers (GACC) provide cell phones to each of their standing IMTs at least for the Command and General Staff and the ordering sections (7-10 phones). These cell phones could be configured to provide nationwide long distance, roaming at no additional charges and voice mail and turned off and on by the GACC upon team dispatch. These would be available immediately to conduct incident business.

There is a concern for items that are “stored” at the base camp that we do not control distribution on.  Have these been tracked for payment purposes?

Casual hire personnel are still being dispatched without copies of their casual hire forms: forms are incomplete, missing AD rates, positions hired for, method of travel, travel reimbursement and documentation of all required tax forms being on file. The Casual Hire Forms are required to be completed for each dispatch and a copy needs to be with the individual so that the receiving incident can validate the rate of pay and position the individual was assigned to fill. There are continuing problems with the proper rate of hire for these individuals for the position they are filling.  

Checks of the IQCS system indicated that some personnel are being dispatched in positions they are no longer qualified for. This is of special concern when an individual is dispatched with authorization for carrying a weapon, as an AD, and the position the AD was dispatched for does not require a weapon.   

Completed OF-288’s or similar type documentation is needed to complete payroll records documentation especially for AD personnel, for SSAN’s, check mailing addresses, sending Unit ID’s and emergency contact names and numbers.

Without using a check-in system similar to what is used on a fire. It is difficult for an incident to maintain an accurate accounting and location of ALL personnel and equipment. On an all-risk incident, especially at a base camp location, personnel location during set up is a key safety concern.

LOGISTICS

1. What was the most notable success at the incident that others may learn from?

2. What were some of the most difficult challenges faced and how were they overcome?  On day one of an all-risk incident, Area Command or IMT assignments there should be written guidance from:

1) FEMA (regarding all Federal Responders), and

2) Department of Public Safety (regarding all State Responders)

for the following areas:

1) Fueling 

2) Feeding/showering

3) Medical care

4) Occupancy of facility for sleeping

5) Supply and equipment procurement and distribution

6) Etc.

On this assignment, the co-location of the team was confusing for most of the Bennett’s Logistics Units from the standpoint of chain-of-command, area of responsibility and productivity.

· Too many bosses (up to four Logistics Chiefs);

· Poor information sharing to make knowledgeable and timely decisions;

· Area Command working with two Logistic Chiefs separately and sharing/discussing status of critical information was absent.

· Our Unit Leaders and their staffs are better than second- or third-string players (which was felt by some).

Incident commanders need to organize a daily leaders meeting with all entities at all-risk incidents. Logistics can come in early on and brief on schedule (feeding, showering, sleeping arrangements, etc.). Human Resources can brief on rules and conduct. Plans can discuss planning cycle and invite participation at briefings. All cooperator’s Operations can each brief on their respective roles/missions so there is understanding and appreciation of each others missions.

Authorized access into Ford Park to use camp facilities was confusing. It was unclear who the diesel and unleaded fuel tenders were to provide fuel to. This direction changed several times. FEMA cache workers asked why FEMA was not on the list of Federal Agencies to get supplies. The answer was, “The Ford Park supply area was intended for saw crews and POD work (basically field operations).”

Ordering and receiving boundary issues with multiple teams and responder jurisdictions need to be pre-determined and agreed upon by all parties before activation of assignments. Until this was clarified, the loss of time and support of the mission resulted in many resource requests being left unfilled. When supplies are signed out to non-fire entities (FEMA, EOC’s Red Cross, Salvation Army, Ambulance groups, COE) there will be an increased loss of incident supplies and materials. A contact with FEMA supply would have been beneficial to both parties on this incident.

Specific challenges associated with the Ford Park Supply cache included: 

The supply cache needed a better strategically located site away from the main traffic flow and congestion of the evacuee buses.

It took four days to get a forklift causing manual unloads of initial cache orders and 1,000 cots unloaded for FEMA by the cache crews. A forklift should be available prior to arrival for initial large shipments.

Need an alternative choice for electrolyte replacement (that crews will drink) due to the fact that we could not get pallets of sports drinks delivered.

Should have shipped the 500-person First Aid Kit from the Northern Rockies Regional Cache to the Silver City Cache for subsequent delivery to the incident had we known FedEx let it sit in their Houston location for two days.   

Assure early on in all risk incidents that lease agreements are quickly negotiated and in place. Landowner and users can then understand the terms and conditions and make adjustments accordingly.
The caterer is required to meet national contract specifications regarding quality, quantity and variety of products. Either the government temporarily relaxes those requirements in the contract for large regional catastrophic events or pays freight charges to truck products from another region of the country. This issue needs to be addressed in the National Food Services Contract. Also, National Food Service Contract language regarding standby rates is needed for all-risk incidents.

There were twenty-four different responder organizations at Ford Park base camp. Facilities needed a list of contacts for interaction with these groups.

Try to find a way to order and receive qualified RADO’s for communication needs.

Cellular phones continue to be a service problem for the teams.  In many fire and all risk situations, these are the only communication link to do business, receive and clarify direction, provide safety communications, etc. A reasonable solution is to provide cellular telephones to each Type I and Type 2 team upon dispatch to be activated at the beginning of the incident and deactivated at the incident’s end. This will eliminate phone numbers and voice mail changing for key incident command personnel as it did on this assignment, creating chaos and delays for the teams and the service they provide. National cellular telephone plans have been queried and they are prepared to provide reasonable rates.  

The present situation of being 3 or 4 days into an incident before receiving cellular telephones assigned for use at the incident – and establishing business contacts on agency cellular telephones and giving out these critical contact numbers.

The need to utilize agency cell phones before incident cell phones are received; then receiving new phone numbers without voice mail capabilities and having to change everyone’s contact information is a logistical nightmare. Subsequent reassignment of phones for those same logistical positions to the new team (same position) would eliminate the need to again learn new contact information within the incident.

3. What changes, additions or deletions are recommended to various training curriculums?  As a trainee I felt that one of the most critical learning experiences I wanted to have before I was given the responsibility of RCDM, was to be involved in the initial set up of the cache. This should be considered as an addition to the task book.

The Incident Management Team needs training in the National Response Plan including terminology, chain of command and more. 

4. What issues were not resolved to your satisfaction and need further review?  Based on what was learned, what is your recommendation for resolution?

Appendix to Operations Lessons Learned

Thoughts on Hurricane Rita Effort:
The IMTs have done their best, as usual, to adapt to an atypical type of assignment. Often their mission and direction have been less than clear from higher authority. They also find themselves dealing with a very emotional situation and the potential for negative political fallout is extreme. Despite this they continue to assist in whatever ways they can to accomplish what they believe their mission to be.

There is significant waste in the response and recovery process. Much of it occurs because of the political influence on the decisions that are made. Unfortunately, this will be difficult to ever change. 

There is disconnection between the basic premise of helping people in need and doing only those things that are allowed by administrative rules. Some of those rules may not be understood and/or accepted by the public. It also makes those perceived to be in charge vulnerable to unfair publicity when the media is able to locate someone who is not being assisted and who can be portrayed as a victim. 

Related to the above observation is the phenomenon known as “mission creep.”  Mission creep is the assumption of work that is not directly related to the objectives given to the IMT. This can occur because individuals take on an assignment out of compassion, because they need something more to do or because they have been asked to do it by someone with assumed authority.    

Whenever aid is offered to people it will attract at least two types of responses from them. One is to take advantage of the offered aid, if they are able, because it is badly needed. Another is to take advantage of the aid because it is free, whether it is needed or not. In the interest of a sense of fairness it is difficult for many team members to watch truly needy people go without while they observe other people simply taking advantage of an opportunity. This can create a dilemma for the team members for they have no authority and are helpless to curtail abuse of the assistance. In addition, those in need of the aid can become conditioned by their observations that greed and abuse are apparently tolerated.

There are undoubtedly many people who needed help but did not receive it because they were unable to learn where help was available or did not have the means to get to the offered help. This would most likely have occurred in more remote areas. Although it would have been difficult to accomplish, it is not clear whether or not any special effort was made to help these people.
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