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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 13 - Unified Command

SUGGESTED TIME:

6 Hours

TRAINING AIDS:

Overhead projector, overhead pens, reference text

SUBJECT:

Describes the purposes and advantages of
multijurisdiction and/or multi-agency Unified
Command, and how Unified Command can be applied to
incident situations. It describes the Unified Command
organization, how Unified Command is established, and
the roles of its major elements. The module discusses a
number of factors to be considered in implementing
Unified Command.

OBJECTIVES:

1.

Define Unified Command.

2.

Define the advantages of Unified Command and
define the kinds of situations which may call for a
Unified Command organization.

3.

Identify the primary features of a Unified
Command organization.

4.

Given a simulated situation, describe roles and
reporting relationships under a Unified Command
which involves agencies from within the same
jurisdiction, and under multijurisdiction
conditions.

5.

Describe areas of cost sharing which might apply
under a Unified Command structure.

6.

Given a simulated situation, describe an
appropriate Unified Command organization.
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REVIEW SUBJECTS TO BE DISCUSSED
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REVIEW INSTRUCTIONAL OBJECTIVES
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I.

Background on Unified Command
13-03-I300-VG
Early in the development of ICS, it was recognized that
many incidents crossed jurisdictional boundaries or the
limits of individual agency functional responsibility.

DISCUSS SOME OF THESE KIND OF INCIDENTS.
ASK STUDENTS FOR THEIR EXPERIENCES.

13-04-I300-VG

The standard ICS organizational framework with a
single Incident Commander from one jurisdiction or
agency did not lend itself to creating an effective
organization for multijurisdictional incidents, or for
incidents involving several agencies from the same
political jurisdiction. In fact, the use of a single
Incident Commander would, in some cases, not be
legally possible or politically advisable.
On the other hand, it was also recognized that every
incident must have one person with the responsibility
and the authority to direct tactical actions. Lacking a
single authority, chaos easily prevails on
multijurisdictional or multi-agency incidents.
Two solutions were considered:
A.

Divide the incident either geographically or
functionally so that each jurisdiction or agency
could establish its own ICS organization in a
well-defined geographical or functional area of
responsibility.
This was the simplest political solution, but there
were obvious cost and effectiveness reasons why
this solution was unacceptable.
Instructor Guide 13-2
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B.

Create a single ICS incident structure with a
built-in process for an effective and responsible
multijurisdictional or multi-agency approach.
This was the challenge to the early ICS designers,
and the solution was an incident management
process called Unified Command. Unified
Command has been used many times, and has
become a major feature of the Incident
Command System.

POINT OUT TO STUDENTS THE MEANINGS
ATTACHED TO AGENCY AND JURISDICTION AS USED
IN THIS DISCUSSION.
AGENCY IS USED TO DESCRIBE ORGANIZATIONS
WHICH HAVE A LEGAL AND FUNCTIONAL
RESPONSIBILITY AT AN INCIDENT. THESE MAY BE
FROM THE SAME JURISDICTION, OTHER
JURISDICTIONS, OR REPRESENT FUNCTIONAL
GOVERNMENTAL AUTHORITIES WHICH DO NOT
NECESSARILY HAVE A GEOGRAPHICAL INFLUENCE.
THEY CAN ALSO REPRESENT INDUSTRIAL AND
COMMERCIAL ORGANIZATIONS FROM THE PRIVATE
SECTOR. EXAMPLES COULD INCLUDE THE
CORONERS OFFICE, THE FAA, THE XYZ CHEMICAL
CORPORATION, ETC.
JURISDICTIONAL DESCRIBES AN AUTHORITY OR
RESPONSIBILITY, AND CAN ALSO MEAN A
GEOGRAPHICAL AREA, E.G., A CITY, COUNTY,
STATE, FEDERAL LANDS, ETC.
II.

Description of Unified Command
Unified Command is a team effort process, allowing all
agencies with responsibility for an incident, either
geographical or functional, to establish a common set
of incident objectives and strategies that all can
subscribe to. This is accomplished without losing or
Instructor Guide 13-3
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abdicating agency authority, responsibility, or
accountability.
Unified Command is not a new process, or one that is
unique to the Incident Command System. The U.S.
military has used a similar concept in integrating
military services in joint operations for years. In
describing Unified Command, an imperfect analogy can
be drawn with a United Nations multi-nation military
force used to respond to global situations requiring
outside intervention.
YOU MAY WANT TO USE THE FOLLOWING EXAMPLE
TO SHOW HOW THE PRINCIPLE OF UNIFIED
COMMAND HAS BEEN EMPLOYED. IF YOU THINK
EVERYONE UNDERSTANDS THE COMPARISON, MOVE
AHEAD.
There are essentially four elements to consider in
applying Unified Command:
COVER THE RIGHT TWO COLUMNS OF THE
VIEWGRAPHS AS YOU INTRODUCE AND DESCRIBE
THE FOUR ELEMENTS IN THE FIRST COLUMN.
A.

Policies, Objectives, Strategies
In joint military operations, setting the policy,
objectives, and strategy is the responsibility of
the coalition of countries operating within the
United Nations mandate. In ICS, this
responsibility belongs to the various
jurisdictional and agency administrators who set
policy and are accountable to their agencies.
This activity is done in advance of tactical
operations, and may be coordinated from some
other location than where the direct action takes
place.
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B.

Organization
In joint military operations, the organization
consists of the unified Force Command
established at the scene. In ICS, the organization
consists of the various jurisdictional or agency
on-scene senior representatives (agency incident
commanders) operating within a Unified
Command structure.

C.

Resources
In joint military operations, resources consist of
all of the U.S. armed services, plus various
service elements from other countries. In ICS
Unified Command, resources are the personnel
and equipment supplied by the jurisdictions and
agencies that have functional or jurisdictional
responsibility.

D.

Operations
In joint military operations, after the objectives,
strategies and interagency agreements are
decided, a single Force Commander is designated
to develop tactical action plans and to direct
tactical operations. In ICS Unified Command
that person is the incident Operations Section
Chief.
In both joint military operations and ICS Unified
Command, resources stay under the
administrative and policy control of their
agencies. However, operationally they respond
to mission assignments under the coordination
and direction of the Force Commander or
Operations Section Chief based on the
requirements of the action plan.
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While by no means a perfect analogy, it does
serve to show how a unified team approach can
be successfully implemented.
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.
III.

Advantages of Using Unified Command
Below are the principal advantages of using Unified
Command.
•

One set of objectives is developed for the entire
incident.

•

A collective approach is made to developing
strategies to achieve incident goals.

•

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

•

All agencies with responsibility for the incident
have an understanding of one another's priorities
and restrictions.

•

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 are
optimized as they perform their respective
assignments under a single Incident Action Plan.
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Duplicative efforts are reduced or eliminated,
thus reducing cost and chances for frustration
and conflict.

Applications

13-09-I300-VG

Several examples below show the use of an ICS Unified
Command application.
THIS IS A SUMMARY VIEWGRAPH. THREE
DIFFERENT ORGANIZATIONAL CHARTS ARE
AVAILABLE TO SHOW THESE THREE APPLICATIONS.
YOU ARE ENCOURAGED TO USE DIFFERENT
VERSIONS OR AGENCIES DEPENDING UPON YOUR
STUDENTS’ NEEDS AND BACKGROUNDS.
A.

Incidents that impact more than one political
jurisdiction.

13-10-I300-VG

The classic example is a wildland fire starting in
one jurisdiction and burning into the jurisdiction
of one or more others. Responding agencies
from each jurisdiction all have the same basic
mission (fire control), and it is the political
and/or geographical boundaries that mandate
multi-agency cooperation and involvement.
B.

Incidents involving multiple agencies (or
departments) within the same political
jurisdiction.
Hazardous materials incidents provide an
example for this kind of a situation. The fire
department has responsibility for fire control and
rescue, the police department has responsibility
for evacuation and area security, and public
health agencies and others have responsibility for
site clean-up.
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Major commercial airplane crashes are another
example. Here, the management challenge
increases.
In one geographical location, fire, law
enforcement, health services, the FAA, and
others all have legal responsibilities to perform
their different missions at the site of the same
incident.
All may be active at the same time and in the
same place. It is the functional role and the legal
obligation -- not the geography -- that brings
about the multiple involvement.
C.

Incidents that impact on (or involve) several
political and functional agencies.

13-12-I300-VG

These kind of incidents occur with storms,
earthquakes, and other major natural disasters,
and they present the greatest incident
management challenges.
In these incidents, large numbers of local, state,
and federal agencies become immediately
involved. These emergencies cross political
boundaries and involve multiple functional
authorities. Roles, missions, and responsibilities
are all intermixed.
ICS' Unified Command approach to incidents like 13-13-I300-VG
those just mentioned is a practical and costeffective solution. By using Unified Command,
participating agencies can improve overall
incident management and achieve goals in a
timely and cost-effective manner.
V.

Primary Features of a Unified Command Organization
•

A single integrated incident organization
Instructor Guide 13-8

13-14-I300-VG

OUTLINE
•

Collocated (shared) facilities

•

A single planning process and Incident Action
Plan

•

Shared planning, logistical, and finance/
administration operations

•

A coordinated process for resource ordering

A.

A Single Integrated Incident Organization

AIDS & CUES

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.
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.

In a multijurisdictional situation, a Unified
Command structure could consist of one
responsible official from each jurisdiction. In
other cases, Unified Command may consist of
several functional department managers or
assigned representatives from within a single
political jurisdiction.
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Because of common ICS organization and
terminology, personnel from other jurisdictions
or agencies can be easily integrated into a single
organization.
B.

Collocated (shared) Facilities
By bringing the responsible officials, Command
Staffs, and planning elements together in a single
Incident Command Post a coordinated effort can
be maintained for as long as the Unified
Command structure is required.
One base can serve the needs of multiple agencies.
Similarly, resources from several agencies can be
brought together in Staging Areas.

C.

A Single Planning Process and Incident Action
Plan

IF POSSIBLE, CONDUCT A SIMULATED MEETING OF
THE INCIDENT COMMANDERS TO DEMONSTRATE
THE POINTS BELOW. PREPARE A BRIEF SCRIPT
AROUND A SITUATION THAT WILL BE FAMILIAR TO
YOUR STUDENTS’ BACKGROUNDS. SELECT TWO OR
THREE INDIVIDUALS WHO WILL SIMULATE THE
INCIDENT COMMANDERS OF A UNIFIED COMMAND
COMING TOGETHER FOR A COMMAND MEETING.
The planning process for Unified Command is
similar to that used on a single jurisdiction or
agency incident.
One important distinction is the need for every
jurisdictional or functional agency's Incident
Commander to get together before the first
operational period planning meeting in a
command meeting.
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This meeting provides the responsible agency
officials with an opportunity to discuss and
concur on important issues prior to joint incident
action planning. The agenda for the command
meeting should include the following:
•

State jurisdictional/agency priorities and
objectives.

•

Present jurisdictional limitations, concerns,
restrictions.

•

Develop a collective set of incident
objectives.

•

Establish and agree on acceptable
priorities.

•

Adopt an overall strategy or strategies to
accomplish objectives.

•

Agree on the basic organization structure.

•

Designate the best qualified and acceptable
Operations Section Chief.

•

Agree on General Staff personnel
designations and planning, logistical, and
finance agreements and procedures.

•

Agree on the resource ordering process to
be followed.

•

Agree on cost-sharing procedures.

•

Agree on informational matters.

•

Designate one agency official to act as the
Unified Command spokesperson.
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Command Meeting Requirements
•

The Command Meeting should include
only agency Incident Commanders.

•

The meeting should be brief, and
important points should be documented.

•

Prior to the meeting, the respective
responsible officials should have reviewed
the purposes and agenda items described
above, and be prepared to discuss them.

Incident Action Planning meetings will use the
results of the Command Meeting to decide on:
•

Tactical operations for the next operational
period.

•

Establishing resource requirements and
determining resource availability and
sources.

•

Making resource assignments.

•

Establishing the unified Operations Section
organization.

•

Establishing combined planning, logistics,
and finance/administration operations as
needed.

The end result of the planning process will be an
Incident Action Plan which addresses
multijurisdiction or multi-agency priorities, and
provides tactical operations and resource
assignments for the unified effort.
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D.

Shared Planning, Logistical, and Finance
Sections
The Unified Command incident organization can
also benefit by integrating multijurisdictional
and/or multi-agency personnel into various other
functional areas.

POINT OUT THAT INTEGRATING OTHER AGENCY
PERSONNEL INTO AN ORGANIZATION CAN BE
EQUALLY BENEFICIAL IN A SINGLE INCIDENT
COMMAND SITUATION.
For example, in Operations and Planning,
Deputy Section Chiefs can be designated from an
adjacent jurisdiction which may in future
operational periods have the primary
responsibility for these functions.
By placing other agency's personnel in the
Planning Section's Situation, Resources, and
Demobilization Units, there can be significant
savings in personnel, and increased
communication and information sharing.
In Logistics, a deputy Logistics Section Chief
from another agency or jurisdiction can help to
coordinate incident support as well as facilitate
resource ordering activities. Placing other
agencies personnel into the Communications Unit
helps in developing a single incident-wide
Communications Plan.
Although the Finance/Administration Section
often has detailed agency specific procedures to
follow, cost savings may be realized through
agreements on cost sharing for essential services.
For example, one agency might provide food
services, another fuel, another security, etc.
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E.

Unified Command Resource Ordering
An important advantage of Unified Command is
advance establishment of resource ordering
procedures. These decisions are made during the
Command Meeting.
The Planning Meeting will determine resource
requirements for all levels of the organization.
However, the nature and location of the incident
will, to some extent, dictate the most effective
off-incident resource ordering process.
The resource requirements established at the
planning meeting are given to the Logistics
Section, which then creates a resource order
which is transmitted to one agency's dispatch
center to be filled.
Some situations may require resource orders to
be made to different agencies from the incident.
Multiple resource orders are generally less
desirable than the use of a single resource order,
and should be avoided when possible.
If the incident is operating under Unified
Command, specific kinds and types of resources
to be supplied by certain jurisdictions or agencies
may be pre-designated as a part of the resource
order. This will depend upon the prior
commitments of the responsible agency officials
in the Unified Command meeting.
If this information is not known in advance, then
it will be up to the individual agency dispatch
center receiving the resource order to fill the
order based on closest available resources.
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VI.

Guidelines for the Use of Unified Command
A.

Understand ICS Unified Command
It is essential to understand how ICS Unified
Command functions. Knowledge of ICS
principles and structure will enable managers to
accept and easily adapt to a Unified Command
mode of operation when it is required. Lack of
knowledge about ICS can limit the willingness of
some jurisdictions or agencies to participate in a
Unified Command incident organization. It is
impossible to implement Unified Command
unless agencies have agreed to participate in the
process.

B.

Collocate Essential Functions
Establish a single Incident Command Post and, as
needed, other facilities where all agencies can
operate together. Avoid the confusion created by
separate command, planning, and logistical setups.

C.

Implement Unified Command at an Early Stage
of a Multijurisdictional or Multi-agency Incident
It is essential to begin joint planning as early as
possible. Initiate Unified Command as soon as
two or more agencies having jurisdictional or
functional responsibilities come together on an
incident. It is especially important on those
incidents where there may be conflicting
priorities based on agency responsibilities.

D.

Concur on an Operations Section Chief and other
General Staff members
The Operations Section Chief will normally be
from the jurisdiction or agency which has the
Instructor Guide 13-15
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greatest involvement in the incident, although
that is not essential.
The Operations Section Chief should be the most
qualified and experienced person available. The
selection of the Operations Section Chief must be
agreed upon by the Unified Command, as the
Operations Section Chief will have full authority
to implement the operations portion of the
Incident Action Plan. It is also necessary to
agree on other General Staff personnel who will
be implementing their portions of the Incident
Action Plan.
E.

If Necessary, Designate One of the Incident
Commanders to be a Spokesperson (Operational
Period Duty Officer)
The Incident Commanders may see the need to
identify one of them to act as an Operational
Period Duty Officer and/or spokesperson for the
Unified Command.
This can provide a designated channel of
communications from General and Command
Staff members into the Unified Command. That
person does not make Unified Command
decisions, but does provide a point of contact as
necessary for the General and Command Staffs.

F.

Train Often as a Team
Finally, it is important to conduct training
exercises in using Unified Command with
adjacent jurisdictions and functional agencies
whenever possible.
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VII. Functioning in Unified Command
Individually and collectively, the designated agency
Incident Commanders functioning in a Unified
Command have the following responsibilities at an
incident:
A.

They must be clear on their jurisdictional or
agency limitations. Any legal, political,
jurisdictional, or safety restrictions must be
identified and made known to all.

B.

They must be authorized to perform certain
activities and actions on behalf of the jurisdiction
or agency they represent. These actions could
include:

C.

•

Ordering of additional resources in
support of the Incident Action Plan.

•

The possible loaning or sharing of
resources to other jurisdictions.

•

Agreeing to financial cost-sharing
arrangements with participating agencies.

The Unified Command has the responsibility
to manage the incident to the best of its abilities.
This includes:
•

Working closely with the other IC's in the
Unified Command.

•

Providing sufficient qualified staff and
resources.

•

Anticipating and resolving problems.

•

Delegating authority as needed.
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D.

•

Inspecting and evaluating performance.

•

Communicating with their own agency on
priorities, plans, problems, and progress.

AIDS & CUES

The members of the Unified Command must
function together as a team. They must ensure
that effective coordination takes place. In many
ways, this is the most important function they
perform in Unified Command.

There are two distinct levels of coordination:
•

Coordination with other members of
the Unified Command team. It is essential
that all participants be kept mutually
informed, involved, and consulted.

•

Coordination with higher authorities,
agency administrators, etc. It is important
to keep their respective authorities well
informed and confident that the incident is
being competently managed.

VIII. Exercise
THE PURPOSE OF THE EXERCISE WILL BE TO
DEVELOP THE ORGANIZATION FOR A UNIFIED
COMMAND AT AN INCIDENT.
A SAMPLE SCENARIO FOR A HAZMAT INCIDENT IS
INCLUDED. IF THIS IS NOT SATISFACTORY, YOU
MAY SELECT ANOTHER SCENARIO FROM THE
SCENARIO CATALOG, OR DEVELOP ONE OF YOUR
OWN.
DIVIDE THE STUDENTS INTO GROUPS OF FIVE
PERSONS.

Instructor Guide 13-18

13-23-I300-VG

OUTLINE
INSTRUCT STUDENTS TO DEVELOP A UNIFIED
COMMAND ORGANIZATION. THE ORGANIZATION
SHOULD BE AS DETAILED AS POSSIBLE. THEY
SHOULD INCLUDE MULTI-AGENCY AND
MULTIJURISDICTIONAL CONSIDERATIONS SUCH AS
THE USE OF DEPUTIES AND ASSISTANTS IN THEIR
ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT. THEY SHOULD
ALSO DETERMINE THE AGENCY WHO WILL
PROVIDE THE OPERATIONS SECTION CHIEF AND
OTHER MEMBERS OF THE GENERAL STAFF.
ALLOW 45 MINUTES FOR THEIR SMALL GROUP
DISCUSSIONS AND PREPARATION. REASSEMBLE THE
GROUPS AND HAVE A SPOKESPERSON FROM EACH
GROUP GIVE THE PRESENTATION.
PROVIDE FOR QUESTIONS AND A CRITIQUE OF EACH
PRESENTATION. (See attached questions.)
Scenario for Unified Command Exercise
A semi-trailer containing forty 55-gallon drums of
potassium chlorate is involved in an accident on State
Highway 42 in the City of Drearyville. The truck
severely damaged a railroad overpass over the state
highway. The driver was killed. There is no fire at
the present time, however, several of the drums have
ruptured and contents are flowing on to the highway
and into an adjacent stream.
The State Police have closed the highway in both
directions and traffic is rapidly backing up. The
Wilson Co. Fire Dept. HAZMAT team is on the scene
along with Drearyville fire, police, and public works
departments. There are commercial businesses along
both sides of the highway, and a trailer park with
seventy-five units is located 1/4 mile east.
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Additional Information:
Weather: Temp 65, wind from the SW at 5 mph
Day/Time: 4 p.m. on a Saturday
City, County, and State agencies are not yet in a
Unified Command mode, although all are familiar with
ICS.
The media is on scene with a helicopter and ground
vehicles.
Provide other assumptions and/or ground rules as
necessary to all groups.
USE THE ATTACHED RESOURCE TABLE TO FURTHER
DEVELOP THE RESOURCES THAT MAY BE NEEDED
FOR THIS EXERCISE. REMIND STUDENTS THAT THIS
IS AN ORGANIZATIONAL EXERCISE. ANY
CONSIDERATION OF STRATEGY AND TACTICS
SHOULD ONLY BE DONE TO DETERMINE
ORGANIZATIONAL NEEDS.
Questions for consideration in the review.
These questions should apply for any scenario that is
selected.
1.

Were the agencies with primary jurisdiction
responsibility represented in the Unified
Command Structure?

2.

Were other agencies adequately considered?
Were they represented as Agency
Representatives?

3.

Which agency was designated responsible for
Operations Section Chief, and other General
Staff and Command Staff positions?
Instructor Guide 13-20
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4.

What were the reporting relationships for the
General and Command Staffs into the Unified
Command?

5.

Were deputies in Operations considered? Did
they represent other agencies? Was the selection
based on the possible or probable change in
future responsibility? That is, when another
agency might take over operational responsibility
in the future.

6.

Were deputies considered in other General Staff
positions? Was the rationale for their use
reasonable?

7.

Were assistants from other agencies considered
in the Command Staff?

8.

Was there adequate consideration of joint use
facilities?

9.

Did the groups come up with a single resource
ordering procedure?
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RESOURCE TABLE FOR USE IN EXERCISES
Exercise Planners: Change names or add to this list as you desire. Depending on the exercise
needs, use blank columns to show: # resources available, typing, resources needed, resources
ordered, resources in Staging Areas, resources assigned by agency, etc.
KIND OF RESOURCE
ALS UNITS
BLS UNITS
BULLDOZERS
BUSES - 30 PASS
50 PASS
COAST GUARD VES.
COMMUNICATION
UNITS
CRANES
DUMP TRUCKS
EMS UNITS
FIRE ENGINE CO'S
FIRE TRUCK CO'S
FIREBOATS
FOUR WHEEL DRIVE PASS.
VEH.
HAZMAT UNITS
HELICOPTERS
K-9 UNITS
MARINE RESCUE
UNITS
MOTORCYCLE UNITS
PASSENGER VEHICLES
PATROL UNITS
PICKUP TRUCKS
PRIVATE AMBULANCES
SAR UNITS
STATION WAGONS
WATER TENDERS

4-94

Instructor Guide 13-23

Instructor Guide 13-24

INCIDENT COMMAND SYSTEM
NATIONAL TRAINING CURRICULUM

MODULE 13
UNIFIED COMMAND
October 1994
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 13-i

Reference Text 13-ii

This module describes the purposes and advantages of multijurisdiction
and/or multi-agency Unified Command, and how Unified Command can be
applied to incident situations. It describes the Unified Command
organization, how Unified Command is established, and the roles of its
major elements. The module discusses a number of factors to be
considered in implementing Unified Command.
Objectives:
1.

Define Unified Command.

2.

Define the advantages of Unified Command and define the
kinds of situations which may call for a Unified Command
organization.

3.

Identify the primary features of a Unified Command
organization.

4.

Given a simulated situation, describe roles and reporting
relationships under a Unified Command which involves
agencies from within the same jurisdiction, and under
multijurisdiction conditions.

5.

Describe areas of cost sharing which might apply under a
Unified Command structure.

6.

Given a simulated situation, describe an appropriate Unified
Command organization.
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I.

Background on Unified Command
Early in the development of ICS, it was
recognized that many incidents crossed
jurisdictional boundaries or the limits of
individual agency functional responsibility.
The standard ICS organizational framework with a
single Incident Commander from one jurisdiction or
agency did not lend itself to creating an effective
organization for multijurisdictional incidents, or for
incidents involving several agencies from the same
political jurisdiction. In fact, the use of a single Incident
Commander would, in some cases, not be legally
possible or politically advisable.
On the other hand, it was also recognized that every
incident must have one person with the responsibility
and the authority to direct tactical actions. Lacking a
single authority, chaos easily prevails on
multijurisdictional or multi-agency incidents.
Two solutions were considered:
A.

Divide the incident either geographically or
functionally so that each jurisdiction or agency
could establish its own ICS organization in a welldefined geographical or functional area of
responsibility.
This was the simplest political solution, but there
were obvious cost and effectiveness reasons why
this solution was unacceptable.

B.

Create a single ICS incident structure with a
built-in process for an effective and responsible
multijurisdictional or multi-agency approach.
This was the challenge to the early ICS designers,
and the solution was an incident management
process called Unified Command. Unified
Command has been used many times, and has
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become a major feature of the Incident Command
System.
II.

Description of Unified Command
Unified Command is a team effort process, allowing all
agencies with responsibility for an incident, either
geographical or functional, to establish a common set of
incident objectives and strategies that all can subscribe
to. This is accomplished without losing or abdicating
agency authority, responsibility, or accountability.
Unified Command is not a new process, or one that is
unique to the Incident Command System. The U.S.
military has used a similar concept in integrating
military services in joint operations for years. In
describing Unified Command, an imperfect analogy can
be drawn with a United Nations multi-nation military
force used to respond to global situations requiring
outside intervention.
There are essentially four elements to consider in
applying Unified Command:
A.

Policies, Objectives, Strategies
In joint military operations, setting the policy,
objectives, and strategy is the responsibility of the
coalition of countries operating within the United
Nations mandate. In ICS, this responsibility
belongs to the various jurisdictional and agency
administrators who set policy and are accountable
to their agencies. This activity is done in advance
of tactical operations, and may be coordinated
from some other location than where the direct
action takes place.

B.

Organization
In joint military operations, the organization
consists of the unified Force Command established
at the scene. In ICS, the organization consists of
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the various jurisdictional or agency on-scene
senior representatives (agency incident
commanders) operating within a Unified
Command structure.
C.

Resources
In joint military operations, resources consist of
all of the U.S. armed services, plus various
service elements from other countries. In ICS
Unified Command, resources are the personnel
and equipment supplied by the jurisdictions and
agencies that have functional or jurisdictional
responsibility.

D.

Operations
In joint military operations, after the objectives,
strategies and interagency agreements are decided,
a single Force Commander is designated to
develop tactical action plans and to direct tactical
operations. In ICS Unified Command that person
is the incident Operations Section Chief.
In both joint military operations and ICS Unified
Command, resources stay under the
administrative and policy control of their
agencies. However, operationally they respond to
mission assignments under the coordination and
direction of the Force Commander or Operations
Section Chief based on the requirements of the
action plan.
While by no means a perfect analogy, it does
serve to show how a unified team approach can be
successfully implemented.
Unified Command represents an important
element in increasing the effectiveness of
multijurisdictional or multi-agency incidents. As
incidents become more complex and involve more
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agencies, the need for Unified Command is
increased.
III.

Advantages of Using Unified Command
Below are the principal advantages of using Unified
Command.

IV.

•

One set of objectives is developed for the entire
incident.

•

A collective approach is made to developing
strategies to achieve incident goals.

•

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

•

All agencies with responsibility for the incident
have an understanding of one another's priorities
and restrictions.

•

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 are
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.

Applications
Several examples below show the use of an ICS Unified
Command application.
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A.

Incidents that impact more than one political
jurisdiction.
The classic example is a wildland fire starting in
one jurisdiction and burning into the jurisdiction
of one or more others. Responding agencies from
each jurisdiction all have the same basic mission
(fire control), and it is the political and/or
geographical boundaries that mandate multiagency cooperation and involvement.

B.

Incidents involving multiple agencies (or
departments) within the same political
jurisdiction.
Hazardous materials incidents provide an example
for this kind of a situation. The fire department
has responsibility for fire control and rescue, the
police department has responsibility for
evacuation and area security, and public health
agencies and others have responsibility for site
clean-up.
Major commercial airplane crashes are another
example. Here, the management challenge
increases.
In one geographical location, fire, law
enforcement, health services, the FAA, and others
all have legal responsibilities to perform their
different missions at the site of the same incident.
All may be active at the same time and in the same
place. It is the functional role and the legal
obligation -- not the geography -- that brings
about the multiple involvement.

C.

Incidents that impact on (or involve) several
political and functional agencies.
These kind of incidents occur with storms,
earthquakes, and other major natural disasters,
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and they present the greatest incident management
challenges.
In these incidents, large numbers of local, state,
and federal agencies become immediately
involved. These emergencies cross political
boundaries and involve multiple functional
authorities. Roles, missions, and responsibilities
are all intermixed.
ICS' Unified Command approach to incidents like
those just mentioned is a practical and costeffective solution. By using Unified Command,
participating agencies can improve overall
incident management and achieve goals in a
timely and cost-effective manner.
V.

Primary Features of a Unified Command Organization
•

A single integrated incident organization

•

Collocated (shared) facilities

•

A single planning process and Incident Action
Plan

•

Shared planning, logistical, and finance/
administration operations

•

A coordinated process for resource ordering

A.

A Single Integrated Incident Organization
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.
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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.

In a multijurisdictional situation, a Unified
Command structure could consist of one
responsible official from each jurisdiction. In
other cases, Unified Command may consist of
several functional department managers or
assigned representatives from within a single
political jurisdiction.
Because of common ICS organization and
terminology, personnel from other jurisdictions
or agencies can be easily integrated into a single
organization.
B.

Collocated (shared) Facilities
By bringing the responsible officials, Command
Staffs and planning elements together in a single
Incident Command Post a coordinated effort can
be maintained for as long as the Unified
Command structure is required.
One base can serve the needs of multiple agencies.
Similarly, resources from several agencies can be
brought together in Staging Areas.
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C.

A Single Planning Process and Incident Action
Plan
The planning process for Unified Command is
similar to that used on a single jurisdiction or
agency incident.
One important distinction is the need for every
jurisdictional or functional agency's Incident
Commander to get together before the first
operational period planning meeting in a
command meeting.
This meeting provides the responsible agency
officials with an opportunity to discuss and
concur on important issues prior to joint incident
action planning. The agenda for the command
meeting should include the following:
•

State jurisdictional/agency priorities and
objectives.

•

Present jurisdictional limitations, concerns,
restrictions.

•

Develop a collective set of incident
objectives.

•

Establish and agree on acceptable priorities.

•

Adopt an overall strategy or strategies to
accomplish objectives.

•

Agree on the basic organization structure.

•

Designate the best qualified and acceptable
Operations Section Chief.

•

Agree on General Staff personnel
designations and planning, logistical, and
finance agreements and procedures.
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•

Agree on the resource ordering process to
be followed.

•

Agree on cost-sharing procedures.

•

Agree on informational matters.

•

Designate one agency official to act as the
Unified Command spokesperson.

Command Meeting Requirements
•

The Command Meeting should include only
agency Incident Commanders.

•

The meeting should be brief, and important
points should be documented.

•

Prior to the meeting, the respective
responsible officials should have reviewed
the purposes and agenda items described
above, and be prepared to discuss them.

Incident Action Planning meetings will use the
results of the Command Meeting to decide on:
•

Tactical operations for the next operational
period.

•

Establishing resource requirements and
determining resource availability and
sources.

•

Making resource assignments.

•

Establishing the unified Operations Section
organization.

•

Establishing combined planning, logistics,
and finance/administration operations as
needed.
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The end result of the planning process will be an
Incident Action Plan which addresses
multijurisdiction or multi-agency priorities, and
provides tactical operations and resource
assignments for the unified effort.
D.

Shared Planning, Logistical, and Finance Sections
The Unified Command incident organization can
also benefit by integrating multijurisdictional
and/or multi-agency personnel into various other
functional areas.
For example, in Operations and Planning, Deputy
Section Chiefs can be designated from an adjacent
jurisdiction which may in future operational
periods have the primary responsibility for these
functions.
By placing other agency's personnel in the
Planning Section's Situation, Resources, and
Demobilization Units, there can be significant
savings in personnel, and increased
communication and information sharing.
In Logistics, a deputy Logistics Section Chief
from another agency or jurisdiction can help to
coordinate incident support as well as facilitate
resource ordering activities. Placing other
agencies personnel into the Communications Unit
helps in developing a single incident-wide
Communications Plan.
Although the Finance/Administration Section
often has detailed agency specific procedures to
follow, cost savings may be realized through
agreements on cost sharing for essential services.
For example, one agency might provide food
services, another fuel, another security, etc.
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E.

Unified Command Resource Ordering
An important advantage of Unified Command is
advance establishment of resource ordering
procedures. These decisions are made during the
Command Meeting.
The Planning Meeting will determine resource
requirements for all levels of the organization.
However, the nature and location of the incident
will, to some extent, dictate the most effective offincident resource ordering process.
The resource requirements established at the
planning meeting are given to the Logistics
Section, which then creates a resource order
which is transmitted to one agency's dispatch
center to be filled.
Some situations may require resource orders to be
made to different agencies from the incident.
Multiple resource orders are generally less
desirable than the use of a single resource order,
and should be avoided when possible.
If the incident is operating under Unified
Command, specific kinds and types of resources
to be supplied by certain jurisdictions or agencies
may be pre-designated as a part of the resource
order. This will depend upon the prior
commitments of the responsible agency officials
in the Unified Command meeting.
If this information is not known in advance, then
it will be up to the individual agency dispatch
center receiving the resource order to fill the
order based on closest available resources.
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VI.

Guidelines for the Use of Unified Command
A.

Understand ICS Unified Command
It is essential to understand how ICS Unified
Command functions. Knowledge of ICS
principles and structure will enable managers to
accept and easily adapt to a Unified Command
mode of operation when it is required. Lack of
knowledge about ICS can limit the willingness of
some jurisdictions or agencies to participate in a
Unified Command incident organization. It is
impossible to implement Unified Command unless
agencies have agreed to participate in the process.

B.

Collocate Essential Functions
Establish a single Incident Command Post and, as
needed, other facilities where all agencies can
operate together. Avoid the confusion created by
separate command, planning, and logistical setups.

C.

Implement Unified Command at an Early Stage of
a Multijurisdictional or Multi-agency Incident
It is essential to begin joint planning as early as
possible. Initiate Unified Command as soon as
two or more agencies having jurisdictional or
functional responsibilities come together on an
incident. It is especially important on those
incidents where there may be conflicting
priorities based on agency responsibilities.

D.

Concur on an Operations Section Chief and Other
General Staff Members
The Operations Section Chief will normally be
from the jurisdiction or agency which has the
greatest involvement in the incident, although that
is not essential.
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The Operations Section Chief should be the most
qualified and experienced person available. The
selection of the Operations Section Chief must be
agreed upon by the Unified Command, as the
Operations Section Chief will have full authority
to implement the operations portion of the
Incident Action Plan. It is also necessary to agree
on other General Staff personnel who will be
implementing their portions of the Incident
Action Plan.
E.

If Necessary, Designate One of the Incident
Commanders to be a Spokesperson (Operational
Period Duty Officer)
The Incident Commanders may see the need to
identify one of them to act as an Operational
Period Duty Officer and/or spokesperson for the
Unified Command.
This can provide a designated channel of
communications from General and Command
Staff members into the Unified Command. That
person does not make Unified Command
decisions, but does provide a point of contact as
necessary for the General and Command Staffs.

F.

Train Often as a Team
Finally, it is important to conduct training
exercises in using Unified Command with adjacent
jurisdictions and functional agencies whenever
possible.

VII. Functioning in Unified Command
Individually and collectively, the designated agency
Incident Commanders functioning in a Unified
Command have the following responsibilities at an
incident:
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A.

They must be clear on their jurisdictional or
agency limitations. Any legal, political,
jurisdictional, or safety restrictions must be
identified and made known to all.

B.

They must be authorized to perform certain
activities and actions on behalf of the jurisdiction
or agency they represent. These actions could
include:

C.

•

Ordering of additional resources in support
of the Incident Action Plan.

•

The possible loaning or sharing of
resources to other jurisdictions.

•

Agreeing to financial cost-sharing
arrangements with participating agencies.

The Unified Command has the responsibility
to manage the incident to the best of its abilities.
This includes:
•

Working closely with the other IC's in the
Unified Command.

•

Providing sufficient qualified staff and
resources.

•

Anticipating and resolving problems.

•

Delegating authority as needed.

•

Inspecting and evaluating performance.

•

Communicating with their own agency on
priorities, plans, problems, and progress.
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D.

The members of the Unified Command must
function together as a team. They must ensure
that effective coordination takes place. In many
ways, this is the most important function they
perform in Unified Command.

There are two distinct levels of coordination:
•

Coordination with other members of the
Unified Command team. It is essential that
all participants be kept mutually informed,
involved, and consulted.

•

Coordination with higher authorities,
agency administrators, etc. It is important
to keep their respective authorities well
informed and confident that the incident is
being competently managed.
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MODULE 13
UNIFIED COMMAND

Exercise Scenario
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VIII. Exercise
Scenario for Unified Command Exercise
A semi-trailer containing forty 55-gallon drums of potassium
chlorate is involved in an accident on State Highway 42 in the City of
Drearyville. The truck severely damaged a railroad overpass over
the state highway. The driver was killed. There is no fire at the
present time, however several of the drums have ruptured and
contents are flowing on to the highway and into an adjacent stream.
The State Police have closed the highway in both directions and
traffic is rapidly backing up. The Wilson Co. Fire Dept. HAZMAT
team is on the scene along with Drearyville fire, police, and public
works departments. There are commercial businesses along both
sides of the highway, and a trailer park with seventy-five units is
located 1/4 mile east.
Additional Information:
Weather: Temp 65, wind from the SW at 5 mph
Day/Time: 4 p.m. on a Saturday
City, County, and State agencies are not yet in a Unified Command
mode, although all are familiar with ICS.
The media is on scene with a helicopter and ground vehicles.
Provide other assumptions and/or ground rules as necessary to all
groups.
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RESOURCE TABLE FOR USE IN EXERCISES
KIND OF RESOURCE
ALS UNITS
BLS UNITS
BULLDOZERS
BUSES - 30 PASS
50 PASS
COAST GUARD VES.
COMMUNICATION
UNITS
CRANES
DUMP TRUCKS
EMS UNITS
FIRE ENGINE CO'S
FIRE TRUCK CO'S
FIREBOATS
FOUR WHEEL DRIVE
PASS. VEH.
HAZMAT UNITS
HELICOPTERS
K-9 UNITS
MARINE RESCUE
UNITS
MOTORCYCLE UNITS
PASSENGER VEHICLES
PATROL UNITS
PICKUP TRUCKS
PRIVATE AMBULANCES
SAR UNITS
STATION WAGONS
WATER TENDERS
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Module 13 Unified Command
Subjects covered in this module include:
Origin of Unified Command
Description of Unified Command
Advantages of using Unified Command
Applications
Primary features of Unified Command
Guidelines for using Unified Command
Unified Commander's responsibilities
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Module 13 Objectives:
1. Define Unified Command
2. Define the advantages of Unified Command and define
the kinds of situations which may call for a Unified
Command organization.
3. Identify the primary features of a Unified Command
organization.
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Module 13 Objectives
(cont.)
4. Given a simulated situation, describe roles and reporting
relationships under a Unified Command which involves
agencies from within the same jurisdiction, and under
multijurisdiction conditions.
5. Describe areas of cost sharing which might apply under a
Unified Command structure.
6. Given a simulated situation, describe an appropriate
Unified Command organization.
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Incidents Involving Three
Jurisdictions Create a Need
for Unified Command

A

B
C
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Incident Command
A? B? C?

Planning

Operations

Logistics

Finance/
Administration
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A-ICS

B-ICS

A

B
C

C-ICS
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Unified Command
Incident Involving
Three Jurisdictions
A

A B C

B
C
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Elements

Military
Joint Operations

ICS Unified
Command

Objectives
Policy

UN
Coalition

Jurisdictions
Agencies

Organization

Force
Command
Structure

Unified
Command
Structure

Resources

Coalition
Service
Elements

Agency
Personnel
Equipment

Operations

Force
Commander

Operations
Section
Chief
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Advantages of Using Unified Command
One set of objectives.
Collective approach to strategies.
Improved information flow and coordination.
Better understanding of objectives, priorities, limitations
and restrictions.
No compromise of authority.
Each agency's plans, actions, and constraints are known.
Optimizes combined efforts of all agencies.
Cost effective.

13-08-I300-VG

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
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Multijurisdiction
Unified Management Structure
Jurisdiction
A

Jurisdiction
B

Jurisdiction
C

Unified Objectives
Command Staff
Operations
Section

Planning
Section

Logistics
Section

Finance/
Administration
Section
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Multidepartment
Unified Management Team
Sheriff's
Department

Fire
Department

Med/Coroner
Department

Unified Objectives
Command Staff
Operations
Section

Planning
Section

Logistics
Section

Finance/
Administration
Section
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Unified Incident Command
Sheriff

Fire
Medical
Departments

Operations Section Chief (Law)
Deputy (Fire)

Deputy (Health)
Air Operations

Staging Areas
Law Branch
1

Fire Branch
2

Medical Branch
3

Divisions

Divisions

Divisions

Resources
Resources
Resources
(Single/Teams/Task Forces)
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ICS Unified Command
Practical
Cost effective
Improves incident management
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Unified Command Features

Single integrated incident organization
Collocated facilities
Integrated planning process - action plan
Shared planning, logistical, finance functions
Coordinated resource ordering
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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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Purposes of the Command Meeting
State jurisdictional/agency priorities and objectives.
Present jurisdictional limitations, concerns, restrictions.
Develop a collective set of incident objectives.
Establish and agree on acceptable priorities.
Adopt an overall strategy or strategies.
Agree on the basic organization structure.
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Purposes of the Command Meeting
(cont.)
Designate an acceptable Operations Section Chief.
Agree on planning, logistical, and finance procedures.
Agree on the resource ordering process.
Agree on cost-sharing procedures.
Agree oninformational matters.
Designate one agency official as a Unified Command
13-16-I300-VG
spokesperson.
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Command Meeting Requirements
The Command Meeting should include only agency
Incident Commanders.
The meeting should be brief, and important points
should be documented.
Prior to the meeting, the responsible officials should
review the purposes and agenda items, and be
prepared to discuss them.
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Incident Action Planning
Meetings will use Command
Meeting Results to:
• Decide on tactical operations for the next operational
period.
• Establish resource requirements and determining
resource availability and sources.
• Make resource assignments.
• Establish the unified Operations Section organization.
• Establish combined planning, logistics, and finance
operations as needed.
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Use of Deputies Under Unified
Command
Unified Command
A
B
C

Operations
A
Deputy - B

Planning
B
Deputy - A, C

Logistics
A
Deputy B

Finance
A
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Guidelines for Using Unified Command
Understand ICS Unified Command
Collocate essential functions
Start early to use U.C.
Agree on Operations Section Chief
Designate a spokesperson if necessary
Train often as a team
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Unified Commander's Responsibilities
Be clear on agency policy &
limitations
Have proper authorization
Manage effectively
Work as a team!!!
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Managing in Unified
Command Means:
Working closely and together with other IC's
Providing sufficient, qualified staff/resources
Anticipating and resolving problems
Delegating authority as needed
Inspecting and evaluating performance
Communicating with own agency on priorities,
plans, problems, and progress
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Levels of Coordination
Required in Unified Command
With other members of the Unified Command
With higher authorities, agency administrators
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