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PREFACE
This module is one of seventeen modules which comprise the Incident Command
System (ICS) National Training Curriculum. The entire curriculum has been
developed by an interagency steering group and a contract consultant. The
curriculum was sponsored by the National Wildfire Coordinating Group, and
development was directed and supported by the National Interagency Fire Center,
Division of Training. The Steering Group was represented by several application
areas (Search & Rescue, Law Enforcement, Structural Fire, Wildfire, etc.) which
guided the work of the contractor in the development of this package.
The Steering Group was:
David P. Anderson - USDA, Forest Service
Mike Colgan - Orange County Fire Department
Dave Engle - USDI, Bureau of Land Management
Dan Francis - California Department of Forestry
Ken Mallette - New Jersey State Police
Mike Munkres - USDI, Bureau of Land Management
Gary Nelson - Los Angeles County Fire Department
Bill Vargas - State of New Mexico Department of Public Safety
The Contract Consultant was:
The Terence Haney Company
Woodland Hills, California

IT IS ESSENTIAL THAT INSTRUCTORS OF THIS MODULE READ THE
INFORMATION CONTAINED IN THE INSTRUCTOR CURRICULUM
GUIDE AND MEET THE QUALIFICATIONS DESCRIBED THEREIN.
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Detailed Lesson Outline
COURSE:

Module 8 - Organizing for Incidents or Events

SUGGESTED TIME:

5 Hours

TRAINING AIDS:

Overhead projector, overhead pens, reference text

SUBJECT:

This module describes ways in which incidents and
events are organized to ensure achievement of incident
objectives. It discusses the steps in organizational
development that should take place on the incident or at
the event. The incident briefing is covered, as well as
the forms used to support incident operations. The
concept of Unified Command is also addressed in this
module.

OBJECTIVES:

1.

Describe the steps in transferring and assuming
incident command.

2.

List the major elements included in the incident
briefing.

3.

Develop a sample organization around a major
event. Organizational development will include
the use of all appropriate sections and
organizational modules.

4.

Describe how incidents can best be managed by
appropriate and early designation of primary staff
members and by proper delegation of authority.

5.

Describe how Unified Command functions on a
multijurisdiction or multi-agency incident.

6.

List the minimum staffing requirements within
each organizational element for at least two
incidents of different sizes.

7.

Describe the role and use of forms in effective
incident management.
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I.
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Approaches to Incident Organization

POINT OUT THE VALUE OF ICS FOR USE ON SPECIAL
EVENTS. EXPLAIN THAT AN EVENT IS DEFINED AS
A PLANNED, NON-EMERGENCY ACTIVITY.
Organizing for incidents in the ICS is a simple and
straightforward process if done according to
procedure. There are two approaches that can be used
to organize for incidents and events. One approach
involves planning for a known upcoming event. The
other, more common, approach is reacting to an
unplanned incident.
A.

Organizing for Events
Events are the easiest to prepare for. Planners
can establish exactly what is required prior to the
event and in advance of any activation of the
organization.
Examples of the kinds of events which lend
themselves to an ICS application include, but are
certainly not limited to:
•
•
•

Organizing for a major field training
exercise or simulated emergency.
A planned public event such as a major
parade or concert.
A planned activity such as a prescribed
fire, a law enforcement sweep, a major
pest control effort, or a marine hazardous
materials exercise.
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In order to plan effectively, the planner must
know as much as possible about the intended
event.
Considerations in the planning stage are:
•

Type of event

•

Location, size, expected duration

•

Single or multi-agency

•

Single or multijurisdiction

•

Command staff needs (information, safety,
liaison)

•

Kind, type, and number of resources
required

•

Projected aviation operations

•

Staging areas required

•

Other facilities required

•

Kind and type of logistical support needs,
e.g., communications, food, medical,
finance considerations

•

Known limitations or restrictions

•

Available communications

With information about each of those factors, the
planning staff can develop the appropriate
organizational structure to meet the essential
needs of the event.
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Organizing for Incidents
The second type of situation, and the one that is
by far the most common, is the unplanned
incident. This kind of incident is often
characterized by several important factors:
•

An incident situation of some form occurs.

•

Time is of the essence.

•

The situation is unstable.

•

The incident has the potential to expand
rapidly.

•

Communications and information may be
incomplete.

•

Staff on-scene may be experienced in
control measures, but are usually junior in
the organization and not necessarily
experienced in managing expanding
incidents.

08-05-I300-VG

This kind of situation requires immediate
organizing actions must be taken to ensure
effective incident management and control.
It is obvious, but too often overlooked that
the number of considerations will increase as the
situation deteriorates and the incident grows.
The first responding units to the incident MUST
take the initial steps to provide organization for
the incident. While that may appear obvious, the
longer-term importance of these initial decisions
is often overlooked.
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What are the first things that need to be done?
Emergencies such as fires, searches, law
enforcement, hazardous materials, and
emergency medical situations have different
characteristics and require specially trained
personnel. Yet, they are quite similar in how
they are approached from an incident
management standpoint.
For any incident, the person currently in charge
(Incident Commander) must do at least the
following:
•

Size up the situation.

•

Determine if human life is at immediate
risk.

•

Establish the immediate objectives.

•

Determine if there are enough and the
right kind of resources on-scene and/or
ordered.

•

Develop an action plan.

•

Establish an initial organization.

•

Consider if span of control is or will soon
approach practical limits. Ensure that
personnel safety factors are taken into
account.

•

Determine if there are any environmental
issues that need to be considered.

•

Monitor work progress.

•

Review and modify objectives and adjust
the action plan as necessary.
Instructor Guide 8-5
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POINT OUT THAT LATER IN THE MODULE STUDENTS
WILL DEVELOP AN ORGANIZATION FOR BOTH A
PLANNED SITUATION AND AN UNPLANNED EVENT.
II.

Transfer of Command
Let's assume that you as the Incident Commander, have
considered all of the above and have initiated
appropriate response activity for an incident.
Your supervisor has just arrived at the scene. You are
informed that the supervisor will shortly assume
command of the incident.
There are five important steps in effectively assuming
command of an incident in progress.
A.

The incoming IC should, if at all possible,
personally perform an assessment of the incident
situation with the existing IC.

B.

The incoming IC must be adequately briefed.
This briefing must be by the current IC, and
take place face-to-face if possible. The briefing
must cover the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Incident history (what has happened)
Priorities and objectives
Current plan
Resource assignments
Incident organization
Resources ordered/needed
Facilities established
Status of communications
Any constraints or limitations
Incident potential
Delegation of Authority
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HAVE A 201 FORM AVAILABLE AS AN EXAMPLE.
REFER STUDENTS TO REFERENCE TEXT.
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Reference
Text p. 8-19

The ICS Form 201 is especially designed to assist
in incident briefings. It should be used whenever
possible because it provides a written record of
the incident as of the time prepared. The 201
Form contains:
•
•
•
•

A place for a sketch map
Summary of current actions
Organizational framework
Resources summary

One of the features of this form is that it can be
easily disassembled. This allows the Incident
Commander to give certain portions to the
Planning Section for use in developing situation
and resources information.
EXPLAIN HOW THE ICS FORM 201 CAN BE
SEPARATED TO PROVIDE INFORMATION TO
PLANNING SECTION UNITS.
The Incident Briefing ICS Form 201 is
particularly valuable during the first operational
period of an incident, and in many cases it will
be the Incident Action Plan for the first
Operational Period.
COMPLETE AN ICS 201 FORM FOR AN INCIDENT TO
PRESENT TO THE STUDENTS. MAKE SURE THE
SITUATION USED RELATES TO STUDENTS'
BACKGROUNDS AND APPLICATION AREAS.
C.

After the incident briefing, the incoming IC
should determine an appropriate time for
transfer of command.
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D.

At the appropriate time, notice of a change in
incident command should be made to:
•
•
•
•

E.
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Agency headquarters (through dispatch)
General Staff members (if designated)
Command Staff members (if designated)
All incident personnel

The incoming IC may give the previous IC
another assignment on the incident. There are
several advantages of this:
•

Retains first-hand knowledge at the
incident site.

•

Allows the initial IC to observe the
progress of the incident and to gain
experience.

It should be recognized that transition of
command on an expanding incident is to be
expected. It does not reflect on the competency
of the current IC. Using the above procedures
will make the process work smoothly.
III.

Changing the Initial Incident Action Plan
It is possible that the incoming IC, because of depth of
experience or a change in incident related conditions,
will desire to modify incident objectives upon transition
of command. Changes could be required for the
following reasons:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Change in agency administrator goals
Change in available resources - kinds or types
Failure or unexpected success of tactical efforts
Improved intelligence
Cost factors
Political considerations
Environmental considerations
Instructor Guide 8-8
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Such changes, if essential, should usually be made
immediately, rather than allowing the existing plan to
proceed. Delayed changes may result in additional
control problems, greater loss, and increased expense
and risk.
Changes can cause disruptions and when possible should
be implemented at the start of the next operational
period.
Making a change does not imply that previous decisions
and actions were wrong. Many things can influence the
need for change. The Incident Commander must be
assertive but also aware of potential risk and safety
considerations involved in changes. Three guidelines to
changes are:
•
•
•
IV.

Be concerned about safety considerations
Make changes if you must
Make them sooner rather than later

Organizing Incident Operations
The Operations Section organization generally develops
from the bottom up. As more resources are assigned to
the incident, it is necessary to find ways to effectively
organize and manage them. This is often accomplished
initially by the Incident Commander establishing
Divisions and/or Groups. This often will be done
before an Operations Section Chief is assigned.

DEVELOP AN EXAMPLE SITUATION FAMILIAR TO
YOUR STUDENTS’ BACKGROUNDS TO WHICH ONLY
ONE OR TWO RESOURCES RESPOND. THEN EXPAND
THE INCIDENT TO SHOW HOW ADDITIONAL
RESOURCES WILL REQUIRE AN EXPANSION OF THE
ORGANIZATION.
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The primary consideration for the IC (or the
Operations Section Chief if designated), when
expanding to a division and/or group structure is
usually span of control, but functional
considerations may also affect that decision.
B.

Divisions
Divisions define areas of the incident
geographically. Examples might be floors of a
building, from point A to point B on the ground,
the east side of a building, etc.

C.

Groups
The Operations Section may also be organized
functionally. Where organization by function
would be beneficial, there may be no need to
establish geographic boundaries. In this instance,
the organizational unit denoting a functional
organization is a group. Examples include
Medical Group, Search Group, Perimeter
Security Group, etc.

VARY THE EXAMPLES TO BETTER SUIT YOUR
STUDENTS' NEEDS.
Not all incidents will lend themselves to just
geographic or just functional organization. One
of the advantages of ICS is the ability to use both
Divisions and Groups on an incident.
D.

Branches

08-15-I300-VG

Divisions and Groups can be clustered together
into Branches. This is usually done when it is
evident that the combined number of Divisions

Instructor Guide 8-10

OUTLINE

AIDS & CUES

and Groups will soon exceed the recommended
span of control guidelines.
In addition, there are other reasons that a branch
structure may be needed on an incident.
The ICS Branch structure can be established to
represent geographic or functional areas.
Geographic branches can either be defined areas
on the ground or they may be set up by
jurisdiction. Examples of functional branches
could be medical, fire, security, etc.
V.

Using Unified Command

MODULE 13 PROVIDES AN IN-DEPTH TREATMENT OF
UNIFIED COMMAND. THE SUBJECT IS BRIEFLY
COVERED HERE TO ENSURE THAT STUDENTS WILL
HAVE AN AWARENESS OF UNIFIED COMMAND
ESPECIALLY IF THEY DO NOT TAKE THE MORE
ADVANCED MODULE AT A LATER DATE.
Any kind or size incident involving multijurisdiction or
multi-agency responsibility should use (highly
recommended) a Unified Command structure.
Unified Command is a management concept for
coordinating responses to emergency incidents by two
or more service agencies. It provides guidelines for
agencies with different legal, geographic, and
functional responsibilities to work together effectively
in any given situation.
Unified Command is a team effort which allows all
agencies with responsibility for the incident, either
jurisdictional or functional, to jointly provide
management direction to an incident through a common
set of incident objectives and strategies established at
the command level. This is accomplished without
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losing or abdicating agency authority, responsibility, or
accountability.
Under Unified Command, the various jurisdictions
and/or agencies are blended together into an integrated
unified team. The resulting organization may be a mix
of personnel from several jurisdictions or agencies,
each performing functions as appropriate and working
toward a common set of objectives.
Under Unified Command, one person, the Operations
Section Chief, is given the authority by the Unified
Command Team to implement the tactical operations
portion of the Incident Action Plan.
If desired by the agencies, or because of the size of the
incident, the Operations Section Chief can have one or
more deputies from the other agencies involved at the
incident.
Examples for use of Unified Command are in
hazardous materials situations, floods, fires, or other
natural disasters where multiple departments must
work together. Even in a small incident in which there
may only be a few resources, it makes sense for the
agencies who have incident level jurisdiction to work
together.
Unified Command represents an important element in
increasing the effectiveness of multijurisdictional or
multi-agency incidents. As incidents become more
complex and involve more agencies, the need for
Unified Command is increased.
Unified Command works the best when agencies that
have to work together often decide in advance that they
will use Unified Command. This allows the
opportunity for them to know each other and to
develop joint plans.
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Advantages of using Unified Command
•

One set of objectives is developed for the entire
incident, and a collective approach is made to
developing strategies.

•

Information flow and coordination is improved
between all jurisdictions and agencies involved in
the incident.

•

No agency's authority or legal requirements will
be compromised or neglected.

•

Each agency is fully aware of the plans, actions,
and constraints of all others.

•

The combined efforts of all agencies is optimized
as they perform their respective assignments
under a single Incident Action Plan.

•

Duplicative efforts are reduced or eliminated,
thus reducing cost and chances for frustration
and conflict.

Primary Features of a Unified Command Incident
Organization. Under Unified Command, there is:
•

A single integrated incident organization.

•

One Operations Section Chief to direct all tactical
efforts.

•

Collocated (shared) facilities.

•

A single integrated planning process and Incident
Action Plan.

•

Shared planning, logistical, and finance/
administration operations wherever possible.
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•

A coordinated process for resource ordering.

The proper mix of participants in a Unified Command
organization will depend on:
•

The location of the incident, which often
determines the jurisdictions that must be
involved.

•

The kind of incident, which dictates the
functional agencies of the involved
jurisdiction(s), as well as other agencies that may
be involved.

Here are two examples of situations where Unified
Command may be and probably should be applied:
A.
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Initial Response Incident
A small incident occurs where two agencies have
jurisdictional responsibility. The two Incident
Commanders will come together and establish a
single command post (probably from a vehicle).
They will brief each other on the situation.
Together they will establish objectives and
priorities, decide on an Action Plan and
distribution of resources. During the course of
the incident, the Commanders will stay together,
modify the Action Plan if necessary, and issue
orders individually to their agency resources.
(No General or Command Staff assigned.)
This is the type of situation most of you will
encounter as an Incident Commander. It is
simple, direct but requires the principles and
concepts of Unified Command.
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Large/Complicated Incident
A large and/or complicated incident occurs
involving three or more agencies. Each agency’s
Incident Commander meets the others at a single
command post to establish objective, priorities,
and the sharing of resources. The Unified
Command and Staff develop a single Incident
Action Plan which is implemented by the
Operations Section Chief. The Operations
Section Chief normally will be from the agency
with greatest present or potential involvement.
Problems pertaining to a jurisdiction are
addressed to that jurisdiction’s Commander for
consideration with the other Commanders.
Problems pertaining to the Action Plan are taken
to the Incident Commander representing the
Operations Section Chief’s agency for
consideration with other Commanders. The
Incident Commanders (for the most part) will
stay together at the Incident Command Post.

Module 13 provides more in-depth instruction in the
use of Unified Command.
VI.

Staffing the ICS Organization
Staffing considerations are always based on the needs of
the incident. The number of personnel and the
organization structure are totally dependent on the size
and complexity of the incident. There is no absolute
standard to follow.
Some general guidelines are:
A.

Deputies may be used at Incident Command,
General Staff (Section), and Branch levels.
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Command Staff personnel may have assistants as
required. Assistants may also be used to manage
units established at camps (i.e., Assistant Ground
Support Unit Leader, Camp #2).

C.

The Incident Commander may establish divisions
and/or groups prior to designating an Operations
Section.

D.

In most multijurisdictional incidents, the use of a
Unified Command structure is recommended,
including an individual from each functional
agency or jurisdiction assigned to the Unified
Command.

E.

After expanding into divisions, activation of
planning and logistics functions should be
considered. The decision will always be based on
the present and anticipated needs of the incident.
The following table is an example (only) of how
the staffing table might be developed for an
incident. The key point is that as the operations
section grows, additional staff will be required in
Planning, Logistics and Finance/Administration
Sections.
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EXAMPLE ONLY
ICS POSITION

OPERATIONS SECTION CHIEF
BRANCH DIRECTOR
DIVISION/GROUP SUPERVISORS
PLANNING SECTION CHIEF
STATUS RECORDERS
FIELD OBSERVERS
LOGISTICS SECTION CHIEF
INCIDENT DISPATCHER
MESSAGE CENTER
OPERATOR
MESSENGERS
COMMUNICATIONS
TECHNICIAN
FOOD UNIT
SUPPLY UNIT
FACILITY UNIT
GROUND SUPPORT
FINANCE/ADMINISTRATION
SECTION
TOTALS

TWO
FIVE
DIVISIONS
DIVISIONS
OR GROUPS OR GROUPS
1
2
1

5
1
1
2

TWO
BRANCHES
1
2
UP TO 10
1
2
4
1
1
2

1

1

2
3

4

1

6
2
2
2

10
4
4
4

9

23

51

VII. Developing the Organization for a Planned Event
FOR THE NEXT PART OF THIS MODULE FORM SMALL
GROUPS OF FOUR-TO-FIVE PERSONS.
GROUPS SHOULD BE WELL BALANCED WITH A MIX
OF SKILLS AND BACKGROUNDS. EACH GROUP
SHOULD DESIGNATE 1). A LEADER/FACILITATOR
AND 2). A PERSON TO ACT AS THE RECORDER.
THE GROUPS WILL BE WORKING ON A PLANNED
EVENT EXERCISE. AFTER THE EXERCISE,
RECONVENE THE GROUPS AND HAVE EACH
Instructor Guide 8-17
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PRESENT ITS RESULTS. DISCUSS THE RESULTS AND
CRITIQUE THE ORGANIZATIONS IN LIGHT OF THE
EVALUATION CRITERIA PRESENTED BELOW.
ADVISE STUDENTS NOT TO GET INVOLVED IN TOO
MUCH DETAIL. WE ARE INTERESTED IN THEIR
INITIAL ORGANIZATION CONSIDERATIONS AND
WHY THEY HAVE MADE THEM.
Module 8 Exercise
A.

Exercise No. 1 - The Planned Event
You are the Planning Director of Riverdale, a
city with a population of 125,000.
Riverdale is planning to have a centennial
celebration during the month of August. The
major activity will be an afternoon and evening
celebration at the grandstand at the fairgrounds
to include:
•

A variety of sporting activities.

•

A barbecue to serve an estimated 2500 5000 people.

•

Speeches and presentations. A U.S.
Senator and the Governor will be present.
They represent different political parties.

•

A giant fireworks display.

•

Dancing to a nationally known rock group.

Additional Background
•

No other jurisdictions are involved.
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•

Beer, wine, and hard liquor will be
available at the fairgrounds activities.

•

Your job is to develop the operating
organization for this event. Your city
manager has heard a lot about ICS, and
wants ICS used for this event.

•

Other city departments have been directed
to cooperate.

For this exercise, you are to produce:

B.

1.

The Incident Objectives

2.

The organization to cover the afternoon
and evening of the event (as detailed as
possible).

3.

Recommendations for staff sizes for the
various units within the organization.

Evaluation Criteria for Exercises:

THERE IS NO PERFECT SCHOOL SOLUTION. THE
ORGANIZATION MAY VARY DEPENDING UPON THE
SCENARIO SELECTED. USE THE FOLLOWING AS
EVALUATION CRITERIA.
1.

Are the objectives clearly stated and
measurable?

2.

Does the makeup of the operations
organization generally support the
strategy?

3.

Are necessary General Staff supporting
positions filled?

4.

Are staff sizes adequate?
Instructor Guide 8-19
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C.

5.

Has the need for Command Staff positions
been considered?

6.

Is span of control adequate?

7.

If you were the incoming Incident
Commander, would you accept this
organization and staff sizes? If not, why
not?

Wrap Up
It should be evident from this exercise that not
everyone will see a situation in the same light.
That is to be expected. Several solutions may be
equally effective. It is best to bring the collective
experience of the group to bear on the problem
and see what develops.

THIS COMPLETES PRESENTATION OF MODULE
MATERIAL. HAVE STUDENTS PREPARE FOR
MODULE TEST WHICH FOLLOWS.
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NATIONAL TRAINING CURRICULUM

MODULE 8
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REFERENCE TEXT

PREFACE
This module is one of seventeen modules which comprise the Incident Command
System (ICS) National Training Curriculum. The entire curriculum has been
developed by an interagency steering group and a contract consultant. The
curriculum was sponsored by the National Wildfire Coordinating Group, and
development was directed and supported by the National Interagency Fire Center,
Division of Training. The Steering Group was represented by several application
areas (Search & Rescue, Law Enforcement, Structural Fire, Wildfire, etc.) which
guided the work of the contractor in the development of this package.
The Steering Group was:
David P. Anderson - USDA, Forest Service
Mike Colgan - Orange County Fire Department
Dave Engle - USDI, Bureau of Land Management
Dan Francis - California Department of Forestry
Ken Mallette - New Jersey State Police
Mike Munkres - USDI, Bureau of Land Management
Gary Nelson - Los Angeles County Fire Department
Bill Vargas - State of New Mexico Department of Public Safety
The Contract Consultant was:
The Terence Haney Company
Woodland Hills, California

Reference Text 8-i

Reference Text 8-ii

This module describes ways in which incidents and events are organized to ensure
achievement of incident objectives. It discusses the steps in organizational
development that should take place on the incident or at the event. The incident
briefing is covered, as well as the forms used to support incident operations. The
concept of Unified Command is also addressed in this module.
Objectives:
1.

Describe the steps in transferring and assuming incident command.

2.

List the major elements included in the incident briefing.

3.

Develop a sample organization around a major event.
Organizational development will include the use of all appropriate
sections and organizational modules.

4.

Describe how incidents can best be managed by appropriate and
early designation of primary staff members and by proper delegation
of authority.

5.

Describe how Unified Command functions on a multijurisdiction or
multi-agency incident.

6.

List the minimum staffing requirements within each organizational
element for at least two incidents of different sizes.

7.

Describe the role and use of forms in effective incident management.
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I.

Approaches to Incident Organization
Organizing for incidents in the ICS is a simple and
straightforward process if done according to procedure.
There are two approaches that can be used to organize
for incidents and events. One approach involves
planning for a known upcoming event. The other, more
common, approach is reacting to an unplanned incident.
A.

Organizing for Events
Events are the easiest to prepare for. Planners
can establish exactly what is required prior to the
event and in advance of any activation of the
organization.
Examples of the kinds of events which lend
themselves to an ICS application include, but are
certainly not limited to:
•

Organizing for a major field training
exercise or simulated emergency.

•

A planned public event such as a major
parade or concert.

•

A planned activity such as a prescribed fire,
a law enforcement sweep, a major pest
control effort, or a marine hazardous
materials exercise.

In order to plan effectively, the planner must
know as much as possible about the intended
event.
Considerations in the planning stage are:
•

Type of event

•

Location, size, expected duration

•

Single or multi-agency

Reference Text 8-2

•

Single or multijurisdiction

•

Command staff needs (information, safety,
liaison)

•

Kind, type, and number of resources
required

•

Projected aviation operations

•

Staging areas required

•

Other facilities required

•

Kind and type of logistical support needs,
e.g., communications, food, medical,
finance considerations

•

Known limitations or restrictions

•

Available communications

With information about each of those factors, the
planning staff can develop the appropriate
organizational structure to meet the essential
needs of the event.
B.

Organizing for Incidents
The second type of situation, and the one that is
by far the most common, is the unplanned
incident. This kind of incident is often
characterized by several important factors:
•

An incident situation of some form occurs.

•

Time is of the essence.

•

The situation is unstable.

•

The incident has the potential to expand
rapidly.
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•

Communications and information may be
incomplete.

•

Staff on scene may be experienced in
control measures, but are usually junior in
the organization and not necessarily
experienced in managing expanding
incidents.

This kind of situation requires immediate
organizing actions must be taken to ensure
effective incident management and control.
It is obvious, but too often overlooked that the
number of considerations will increase as the
situation deteriorates and the incident grows.
The first responding units to the incident MUST
take the initial steps to provide organization for
the incident. While that may appear obvious, the
longer-term importance of these initial decisions
is often overlooked.
What are the first things that need to be done?
Emergencies such as fires, searches, law
enforcement, hazardous materials and emergency
medical situations have different characteristics
and require specially trained personnel. Yet, they
are quite similar in how they are approached
from an incident management standpoint.
For any incident, the person currently in charge
(Incident Commander) must do at least the
following:
•

Size up the situation.

•

Determine if human life is at immediate
risk.

•

Establish the immediate objectives.
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II.

•

Determine if there are enough and the right
kind of resources on scene and/or ordered.

•

Develop an action plan.

•

Establish an initial organization.

•

Consider if span of control is or will soon
approach practical limits. Ensure that
personnel safety factors are taken into
account.

•

Determine if there are any environmental
issues that need to be considered.

•

Monitor work progress.

•

Review and modify objectives and adjust
the action plan as necessary.

Transfer of Command
Let's assume that you as the Incident Commander, have
considered all of the above and have initiated
appropriate response activity for an incident.
Your supervisor has just arrived at the scene. You are
informed that the supervisor will shortly assume
command of the incident.
There are five important steps in effectively assuming
command of an incident in progress.
A.

The incoming IC should, if at all possible,
personally perform an assessment of the incident
situation with the existing IC.

B.

The incoming IC must be adequately briefed.
This briefing must be by the current IC, and take
place face-to-face if possible. The briefing must
cover the following:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Incident history (what has happened)
Priorities and objectives
Current plan
Resource assignments
Incident organization
Resources ordered/needed
Facilities established
Status of communications
Any constraints or limitations
Incident potential
Delegation of Authority

The ICS Form 201 is especially designed to assist
in incident briefings. It should be used whenever
possible because it provides a written record of
the incident as of the time prepared. The ICS
Form 201 contains:
•
•
•
•

A place for a sketch map
Summary of current actions
Organizational framework
Resources summary

One of the features of this form is that it can be
easily disassembled. This allows the Incident
Commander to give certain portions to the
Planning Section for use in developing situation
and resources information.
The Incident Briefing ICS Form 201 is
particularly valuable during the first operational
period of an incident, and in many cases it will be
the Incident Action Plan for the first Operational
Period.
C.

After the incident briefing, the incoming IC
should determine an appropriate time for transfer
of command.

D.

At the appropriate time, notice of a change in
incident command should be made to:
•

Agency headquarters (through dispatch)
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•
•
•
E.

General Staff members (if designated)
Command Staff members (if designated)
All incident personnel

The incoming IC may give the previous IC
another assignment on the incident. There are
several advantages of this:
•

Retains first-hand knowledge at the incident
site.

•

Allows the initial IC to observe the
progress of the incident and to gain
experience.

It should be recognized that transition of
command on an expanding incident is to be
expected. It does not reflect on the competency of
the current IC. Using the above procedures will
make the process work smoothly.
III.

Changing the Initial Incident Action Plan
It is possible that the incoming IC, because of depth of
experience or a change in incident related conditions,
will desire to modify incident objectives upon transition
of command. Changes could be required for the
following reasons:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Change in agency administrator goals
Change in available resources - kinds or types
Failure or unexpected success of tactical efforts
Improved intelligence
Cost factors
Political considerations
Environmental considerations

Such changes, if essential, should usually be made
immediately, rather than allowing the existing plan to
proceed. Delayed changes may result in additional
control problems, greater loss, and increased expense
and risk.
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Changes can cause disruptions and when possible should
be implemented at the start of the next operational
period.
Making a change does not imply that previous decisions
and actions were wrong. Many things can influence the
need for change. The Incident Commander must be
assertive but also aware of potential risk and safety
considerations involved in changes. Three guidelines to
changes are:
•
•
•
IV.

Be concerned about safety considerations
Make changes if you must
Make them sooner rather than later

Organizing Incident Operations
The Operations Section organization generally develops
from the bottom up. As more resources are assigned to
the incident, it is necessary to find ways to effectively
organize and manage them. This is often accomplished
initially by the Incident Commander establishing
Divisions and/or Groups. This often will be done
before an Operations Section Chief is assigned.
A.

Divisions/Groups
The primary consideration for the IC (or the
Operations Section Chief if designated), when
expanding to a division and/or group structure is
usually span of control, but functional
considerations may also affect that decision.

B.

Divisions
Divisions define areas of the incident
geographically. Examples might be floors of a
building, from point A to point B on the ground,
the east side of a building, etc.
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C.

Groups
The Operations Section may also be organized
functionally. Where organization by function
would be beneficial, there may be no need to
establish geographic boundaries. In this instance,
the organizational unit denoting a functional
organization is a group. Examples include
Medical Group, Search Group, Perimeter
Security Group, etc.
Not all incidents will lend themselves to just
geographic or just functional organization. One
of the advantages of ICS is the ability to use both
Divisions and Groups on an incident.

D.

Branches
Divisions and Groups can be clustered together
into Branches. This is usually done when it is
evident that the combined number of Divisions
and Groups will soon exceed the recommended
span of control guidelines.
In addition, there are other reasons that a branch
structure may be needed on an incident.
The ICS Branch structure can be established to
represent geographic or functional areas.
Geographic branches can either be defined areas
on the ground or they may be set up by
jurisdiction. Examples of functional branches
could be medical, fire, security, etc.

V.

Using Unified Command
Any kind or size incident involving multijurisdiction or
multi-agency responsibility should use (highly
recommended) a Unified Command structure.
Unified Command is a management concept for
coordinating responses to emergency incidents by two
or more service agencies. It provides guidelines for
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agencies with different legal, geographic, and functional
responsibilities to work together effectively in any given
situation.
Unified Command is a team effort which allows all
agencies with responsibility for the incident, either
jurisdictional or functional, to jointly provide
management direction to an incident through a common
set of incident objectives and strategies established at the
command level. This is accomplished without losing or
abdicating agency authority, responsibility, or
accountability.
Under Unified Command, the various jurisdictions
and/or agencies are blended together into an integrated
unified team. The resulting organization may be a mix
of personnel from several jurisdictions or agencies, each
performing functions as appropriate and working
toward a common set of objectives.
Under Unified Command, one person, the Operations
Section Chief, is given the authority by the Unified
Command Team to implement the tactical operations
portion of the Incident Action Plan.
If desired by the agencies, or because of the size of the
incident, the Operations Section Chief can have one or
more deputies from the other agencies involved at the
incident.
Examples for use of Unified Command are in hazardous
materials situations, floods, fires or other natural
disasters where multiple departments must work
together. Even in a small incident in which there may
only be a few resources, it makes sense for the agencies
who have incident level jurisdiction to work together.
Unified Command represents an important element in
increasing the effectiveness of multijurisdictional or
multi-agency incidents. As incidents become more
complex and involve more agencies, the need for
Unified Command is increased.
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Unified Command works the best when agencies that
have to work together often decide in advance that they
will use Unified Command. This allows the opportunity
for them to know each other and to develop joint plans.
Advantages of using Unified Command
•

One set of objectives is developed for the entire
incident, and a collective approach is made to
developing strategies.

•

Information flow and coordination is improved
between all jurisdictions and agencies involved in
the incident.

•

No agency's authority or legal requirements will
be compromised or neglected.

•

Each agency is fully aware of the plans, actions,
and constraints of all others.

•

The combined efforts of all agencies is optimized
as they perform their respective assignments
under a single Incident Action Plan.

•

Duplicative efforts are reduced or eliminated,
thus reducing cost and chances for frustration and
conflict.

Primary Features of a Unified Command Incident
Organization. Under Unified Command, there is:
•

A single integrated incident organization

•

One Operations Section Chief to direct all tactical
efforts

•

Collocated (shared) facilities

•

A single integrated planning process and Incident
Action Plan
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•

Shared planning, logistical, and finance/
administration operations wherever possible.

•

A coordinated process for resource ordering

The proper mix of participants in a Unified Command
organization will depend on:
•

The location of the incident, which often
determines the jurisdictions that must be involved.

•

The kind of incident, which dictates the functional
agencies of the involved jurisdiction(s), as well as
other agencies that may be involved.

Here are two examples of situations where Unified
Command may be and probably should be applied:
A.

Initial Response Incident
A small incident occurs where two agencies have
jurisdictional responsibility. The two Incident
Commanders will come together and establish a
single command post (probably from a vehicle).
They will brief each other on the situation.
Together they will establish objectives and
priorities, decide on an Action Plan and
distribution of resources. During the course of
the incident, the Commanders will stay together,
modify the Action Plan if necessary, and issue
orders individually to their agency resources.
(No General or Command Staff assigned.)
This is the type of situation most of you will
encounter as an Incident Commander. It is
simple, direct but requires the principles and
concepts of Unified Command.

B.

Large/Complicated Incident
A large and/or complicated incident occurs
involving three or more agencies. Each agency’s
Incident Commander meets the others at a single
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command post to establish objective, priorities,
and the sharing of resources. The Unified
Command and Staff develop a single Incident
Action Plan which is implemented by the
Operations Section Chief. The Operations Section
Chief normally will be from the agency with
greatest present or potential involvement.
Problems pertaining to a jurisdiction are
addressed to that jurisdiction’s Commander for
consideration with the other Commanders.
Problems pertaining to the Action Plan are taken
to the Incident Commander representing the
Operations Section Chief’s agency for
consideration with other Commanders. The
Incident Commanders (for the most part) will stay
together at the Incident Command Post.
VI.

Staffing the ICS Organization
Staffing considerations are always based on the needs of
the incident. The number of personnel and the
organization structure are totally dependent on the size
and complexity of the incident. There is no absolute
standard to follow.
Some general guidelines are:
A.

Deputies may be used at Incident Command,
General Staff (Section), and Branch levels.

B.

Command Staff personnel may have assistants as
required. Assistants may also be used to manage
units established at camps (i.e., Assistant Ground
Support Unit Leader, Camp #2).

C.

The Incident Commander may establish divisions
and/or groups prior to designating an Operations
Section.

D.

In most multijurisdictional incidents, the use of a
Unified Command structure is recommended,
including an individual from each functional
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agency or jurisdiction assigned to the Unified
Command.
E.

After expanding into divisions, activation of
planning and logistics functions should be
considered. The decision will always be based on
the present and anticipated needs of the incident.

The following table is an example (only) of how the
staffing table might be developed for an incident. The
key point is that as the operations section grows,
additional staff will be required in Planning, Logistics,
and Finance/Administration Sections.
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EXAMPLE ONLY
ICS POSITION

OPERATIONS
SECTION CHIEF
BRANCH DIRECTOR
DIVISION/GROUP
SUPERVISORS
PLANNING
SECTION CHIEF
STATUS
RECORDERS
FIELD OBSERVERS
LOGISTICS
SECTION CHIEF
INCIDENT
DISPATCHER
MESSAGE CENTER
OPERATOR
MESSENGERS
COMMUNICATIONS
TECHNICIAN
FOOD UNIT
SUPPLY UNIT
FACILITY UNIT
GROUND SUPPORT
FINANCE/ADMINISTRATION
SECTION
TOTALS

TWO
DIVISIONS
OR
GROUPS

FIVE
DIVISIONS
OR
GROUPS
1

2

1

TWO
BRANCHES
1

5

2
UP TO 10

1

1

1

2

2

4
1
1
2

1

1

2
3

4
1

6
2
2
2

10
4
4
4

9

23

51
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MODULE 8
ORGANIZING FOR
INCIDENTS OR EVENTS

ICS Form 201
Exercise Scenario
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Developing the organization for a planned event.
Exercise - The Planned Event
You are the Planning Director of Riverdale, a city with a
population of 125,000.
Riverdale is planning to have a centennial celebration during
the month of August. The major activity will be an afternoon
and evening celebration at the grandstand at the fairgrounds to
include:
•
•
•
•
•

A variety of sporting activities.
A barbecue to serve an estimated 2500 - 5000
people.
Speeches and presentations. A U.S. Senator and
the Governor will be present. They represent
different political parties.
A giant fireworks display.
Dancing to a nationally known rock group.

Additional Background
•
•
•
•

No other jurisdictions are involved.
Beer, wine, and hard liquor will be available at
the fairgrounds activities.
Your job is to develop the operating organization
for this event. Your city manager has heard a lot
about ICS, and wants ICS used for this event.
Other city departments have been directed to
cooperate.

For this exercise, you are to produce:
1.

The Incident Objectives.

2.

The organization to cover the afternoon and evening of
the event (as detailed as possible).

3.

Recommendations for staff sizes for the various units
within the organization.
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Module 8 Organizing for
Incidents or Events
Subjects covered in this module include:
Approachs to incident and event organization
Five steps in transition of command
Changing the Incident Action Plan
Organizing for incident operations
Staffing the incident organization
Exercises in developing incident organizations
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Module 8 Objectives:
1. Describe the steps in transferring and assuming
incident command.
2. List the major elements included in the incident
briefing.
3. Develop sample organizations around simulated
incidents and/or events.
4. Describe how incidents can best be managed by
appropriate and early designation of key staff
members and by proper delegation of authority.
08-02-I300-VG
Page 1 of 2

Module 8 Objectives
(cont.):
5. Describe how Unified Command functions on a
multijurisdiction or multi-agency incident.
6. List the minimum staffing requirements within
each organizational element for at least two
incidents of different sizes.
7. Describe the role and use of appropriate forms in
effective incident management.
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Use ICS for Events
Organizing for a major field training exercise or
simulated emergency.
A planned public event such as a major parade or
concert.
A planned activity such as a prescribed fire, a law
enforcement sweep, a major pest control effort, or a
marine hazardous materials exercise.
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Event Planning Considerations
Type incident/event?

Air Operations involved?

Location, size, duration?

Staging Areas required?

Single or multi-agency?

Other facilities required?

Single or multi-jurisdiction?

Logistical support needs?

Command staff needs?

Know limitations &
restrictions

Kind, type, number resources

Available communications
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Considerations for
Unplanned Incidents:
An incident occurs.
Time is of the essence.
The situation is unstable.
Potential to expand.
Communications and information
may be incomplete.
Staff not necessarily experienced in
managing expanding incidents.
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Considerations in Organizing
for Unplanned Events

Many
Considerations
Few
Considerations

Small
Incident

Large
Incident
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Initial Steps in Organizing
Incidents
Size up the situation.
Determine if there are lives at immediate risk.
Establish the immediate objectives.
Determine if there are enough and the right
kind of resources on scene and/or ordered.
Develop an action plan.
Establish an early organization.
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Initial Steps in Organizing
Incidents (cont.)
Consider if span of control is or will soon
approach practical limits.
Ensure that personnel safety factors are taken
into account.
Determine if there are any environmental
issues that need to be considered.
Monitor the work progress.
Review and modify objectives and action plan
as necessary.
08-07-I300-VG
Page 2 of 2

Transfer of Command
Considerations
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Transfer of Command Briefing
Incident history (what has happened)
Priorities and objectives
Current plan
Resource assignments
Incident organization
Resources ordered/needed
Facilities established
Status of communications
Any constraints or limitations
Incident potential
Delegation of Authority
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Use of the Incident Briefing ICS Form 201
This Operational Period

Updated
Incident Briefing
ICS Form 201

Updated
Incident Briefing
ICS Form 201

Next Operational Period

Incident Action Plan
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Reasons to Change the
Incident Action Plan
Change in agency administrator goals
Change in available resources - kinds or types
Failure or unexpected success of tactical efforts
Improved intelligence
Cost factors
Political considerations
Environmental considerations
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Changing an Existing
Action Plan
Be concerned about safety considerations
Make changes if necessary
Change sooner than later
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Organizing Incident Operations
Motor
Vehicle
Accident
Situation

Person in Charge Incident Commander
POLICE
UNIT

Single
Resources

ADDITIONAL
POLICE
UNIT

AMBULANCE

FIRE ENGINE

ROAD
DEPARTMENT

ASSISTING
FIRE DEPT.

MEDIA

HAZMAT
VEHICLE

ETC. ....

As resources are added, organization becomes more important
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Developing the Operations
Organization
Command

Command Staff

Operations
Branch 1
A

B

C

Medical

Other Branches

Division/Group
Resources
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Ways to Use Branches on
an Incident
Operations
I

II

III

Operations

Geographic

Security Medical Search
Functional

Operations
Rye County Parker

Pine N.F.

Jurisdictional
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Definition of Unified
Command
A team effort which allows all agencies with
responsibility for the incident, to jointly provide
management direction to an incident through a
common set of incident objectives and strategies
established at the command level.
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Unified Command Applications
A

B
C

A

Fire
Law
Medical

A

B

C
E

D

Incidents that affect more
than one political
jurisdiction
Incidents involving
multiple agencies within a
jurisdiction
Incidents that impact on
multiple geographic and
functional agencies

08-17-I300-VG

Advantages of Using Unified
Command
One set of objectives is developed for the entire
incident, and a collective approach is made to
developing strategies.
Information flow and coordination is improved
between all jurisdictions and agencies involved in
the incident.
No agency's authority or legal requirements will be
compromised or neglected.
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Advantages of Using Unified
Command (cont.)
Each agency is fully aware of the plans, actions, and
constraints of all others.
The combined efforts of all agencies is optimized as
they perform their respective assignments under a
single Incident Action Plan.
Duplicative efforts are reduced or eliminated, thus
reducing cost and chances for frustration and
conflict.
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Under Unified Command, there is:
A single integrated incident organization.
One Operations Section Chief to direct tactical
efforts.
Collocated (shared) facilities.
A single integrated planning process and Incident
Action Plan.
Shared planning, logistical, and
finance/administration operations wherever possible.
A coordinated process for resource ordering.
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The Mix of Participants in a
Unified Command Organization
Depends on:
The location of the incident, which often
determines the jurisdictions that must be involved.
The kind of incident, which dictates the
functional agencies of the involved jurisdiction(s),
as well as other agencies that may be involved.
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Guidelines for Developing the ICS
Organization
Deputies may be used for:
• Command • General Staff • Branch Level

Command staff may have assistants
Multijurisdictional incidents should establish a Unified
Command.
Expand organization as needed. For Example:
• Planning Section
Resources Unit • Situation Unit
• Logistics Section
Communications Unit • Medical Unit • Ground Support
• Finance/Administration Section
Time Unit • Cost Unit

08-21-I300-VG

Example of Staffing Required
(Will Vary by Incident)
ICS Position

Two Divisions Five Divisions Two
or Groups
or Groups Branches
Operations Section Chief
1
1
Branch Director
2
2
Division/Group Supervisors
5
Up to 10
Planning Section Chief
1
1
2
1
Status Recorders
1
4
2
Field Observers
Logistics Section Chief
1
1
Incident Dispatcher
Message Center Operator
2
Messengers
2
Communications Technician
3
1
1
Food Unit
10
4
6
4
Supply Unit
2
Facility Unit
4
2
Ground Support
4
2
1
Finance/Administration Sec.
Totals
23
51
9
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