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Concept Paper
Establishing a Disaster Response Interagency Planning Group 
Problem:  How can interagency planning for disaster response be improved in order to streamline and hasten the provision of relief, particularly regarding DOD capabilities? 

Bottom line:  FEMA should consider establishing an Interagency Planning Group (IPG) to conduct deliberate planning for disaster response.
Discussion:  Different organizations tend to develop different approaches to planning as a result of various factors that may include the organization’s mission, lessons learned from previous events, and the culture and background of personnel.  Internally, these factors can strengthen the cohesion of an organization and improve its effectiveness at those tasks it performs independently.  However, the differences between organizational planning approaches can inhibit collaboration when agencies that must work together do not have a common framework for planning and coordinating their joint efforts. 
Reasons that interagency planning tends to be disconnected include:

   --Structural differences among agencies

   --Differences in what “planning” is all about

   --Differences in information sharing practices

These disconnects are not the fault of any particular agency, but merely reflect the difficulty of bridging the differences in the ways that various organizations prepare for a mission such as disaster response.  In a nutshell, the US lacks a national, coherent approach to strategic planning that is multi-agency in nature.   (These shortfalls also hold true for planning other types of interagency operations, such as stabilization and reconstruction in foreign nations.)

The National Incident Management System (NIMS) is a key step towards overcoming these challenges during disaster relief operations.  Based upon the Incident Command System, NIMS provides an effective common basis for response after an incident occurs.  It contains a core set of doctrine, concepts, terminology, and organizational processes at all levels.  Although this is a useful template for response after an incident occurs and a very general degree of planning prior to a disaster, it is too generic to provide a useful Concept of Operation for a specific incident.

Similarly, the National Response Plan provides a solid basis for execution of response efforts after a disaster strikes, and some additional pre-event planning considerations, by identifying Emergency Support Functions (ESF), ESF coordinators, and primary and supporting agencies.  It provides a national framework in terms of both products and processes. Being focused at the national (“strategic”) level, however, it does not provide enough detail to optimize planning for specific incidents.

An additional process is needed to develop effective, specific plans that would “flesh out” the planning skeletons provided by NIMS and the NRP.  To accomplish this goal, a system of deliberate planning before a catastrophe would help to coordinate interagency efforts and facilitate the rapid provision of resources.
By “deliberate planning,” this concept paper means a phased process involving the development of plans for an interagency response to specific disaster contingencies in specific areas or regions.  For example, the fifteen homeland security scenarios could provide a logical basis for developing response plans which could be tailored to the capabilities and conditions within particular regions.  

The phases of the process would be as follows:

   --Initiation.  The objective of this phase is to determine the plan requirements. For example, one plan should be developed to respond to catastrophic hurricanes.

   --Concept Development.  The objective of this phase is to produce a Concept of Operations (CONOPS).  This includes performing a mission analysis to identify valid assumptions (e.g., size of a hurricane, population of impacted area, capabilities of relevant state and local governments), developing potential courses of action (e.g., options for response such as evacuation or sustain the populace in-place), and proposing a “mission statement” that describes the Who, What, When, Where, and Why of the response options.

   --Plan Development.  The objective of this phase is produce a fully developed response plan that could be “pulled off the shelf,” quickly modified to address the specifics of the actual incident (e.g., strikes East Coast versus Gulf Coast), and executed.
   --Plan Review.  The objective of this phase is to vet the plan through the ESFLG and other groups, to include the appropriate FEMA regional headquarters and states, in order to ensure the plan is feasible, addresses all aspects of responding to the particular disaster or contingency in question, and achieves buy-in from the key stakeholders.
It is critical that this process is truly an interagency effort in order to achieve the active participation of key stakeholders and to bridge the gaps between the ways different agencies plan for disaster response.  Additionally, an interagency planning effort would help bring to the table the various strengths of the organizations involved.
Although FEMA is a coordinating agency, for example, a large percentage of its personnel have significant “hands-on” first responder experience and naturally bring this culture and ways of doing things to their jobs.  This results in an excellent understanding of the situation and an ability to determine the requirements on the ground during a crisis.  However, first responders and managers often do not have experience in deliberate or strategic planning.  

Similarly, the Department of Defense can provide officers who are subject matter experts in deliberate planning and military capabilities.  Yet very few of these officers will have direct experience in disaster relief or first responder activities.  If both organizations participated, an interagency planning group could combined the expertise in planning theory provided by military officers with the disaster response operational expertise provided by FEMA personnel.

The preceding is an example of only two agencies that could be involved in the IPG.  Many others would also be necessary to develop effective deliberate plans, particularly those that are primary agencies for the various ESFs.  The National Guard should also be included because it is a major resource and has responsibilities that overlap the states (with the governor as commander-in-chief when the Guard is in a state status) and the Department of Defense (under whose chain of command the Guard falls when in a federal status).  The FEMA regional headquarters should also be closely involved in the development of plans for their areas.
Although there are many options for establishing an IPG for disaster response planning, FEMA should consider taking the lead and establishing one as a permanent part of its organization.  Additionally, a steering committee such as the Emergency Support Function Leadership Group (ESFLG) should be tasked to provide oversight and guidance to the IPG.  
If established as a permanent element of FEMA, there would be several options for management responsibility.  These include placing the IPG under the Director of the FEMA Response Division, who would be a logical choice for this task.  Alternatively, since the IPG may have responsibilities that apply to both the Response Division and the Recovery Division, placing it within the Director’s Office or under the Chief of Staff might also be considered.
Way Ahead:
--Obtain concept approval by leadership of FEMA and other appropriate organizations 

--Identify key stakeholders to provide personnel and determine composition of the IPG
--Determine whether to establish IPG as formal element within FEMA; if yes, accomplish actions necessary to gain approval and create IPG as a FEMA organization

--Determine personnel administration requirements for assigning personnel to the IPG (these will probably vary by “parent” agency; options might include Interagency Personnel Act assignment, contracting for individuals from non-governmental or state agencies, etc.)
--Designate management structure for IPG and establish planning priorities
--Hire, transfer, or assign IPG personnel as appropriate
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