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Is your industry ready for an emergency? 
Here’s how to plan now for the worst-case scenario 
 
By Bill Isaacs, C.E.T. 
 
Never before has emergency planning been such a high priority in the business 
world. Never before has your industry been so vulnerable to new risks and pitfalls 
requiring more detailed, tested and resilient emergency plans. 
  
Let’s step back a few years. I’m sure in the 1980s and 90s most companies had 
emergency plans based on known risks. Organizations based those plans on the 
experience of the person who developed them, and as such, they incorporated 
conventional wisdom about how to react to a particular emergency situation.  
 
The companies likely reviewed the plans according to the industry timetable, 
updated them as required and tested them when time permitted. The 
accountability for emergency planning was an add-on, albeit a necessary one, to 
other support roles in the company.  
 
I’ve seen every department imaginable take on accountability for this activity, 
from human relations to engineering to administrative support. It was interesting 
work, but not considered a full-time role. The thinking was that once the plans 
were developed, the work was done. 
   
Then the world changed. Computer hacking became an art form; 9/11 brought 
terrorism to our doorstep; and Mother Nature proved that outdated emergency 
plans using older technology were no match for floods, forest fires, tornadoes 
and consecutive weeks of record-setting temperatures.  
 
More and more industries realized the value of developing more robust 
emergency plans coupled with detailed processes to support them and trained 
employees who could take ownership of them. 
  
 
How to develop your plan 
Developing your emergency plans starts with knowing your industry, your 
employees and your ability to react during a crisis. You should know what your 
executives’ expectations are during an incident and the expectations of your 
customers and the general public.  
 
Let’s cover the basics. 
 
Many diverse elements interact on an emergency scene. You should develop 
your emergency plans so that you achieve the maximum benefit from the 



resources at your disposal. Current best practice for emergency planning applies 
the principles of a process called incident command.  
 
The incident command system is a management tool originally developed by the 
U. S. Fire Administration. Now municipal emergency services, police services, 
corporations and critical infrastructure operators across Canada are adopting it. 
The fire service designed the structure to apply to small and large incidents. 
 
Incident command is usually organized around five functions:   
 
1/ Command – the process responsible for the overall management of the 
emergency or incident site.  
2/ Operations – the process responsible for the management of all operations 
and action plans directly related to the incident. 
3/ Planning – the process responsible for the collection, evaluation and 
dissemination of information about the incident and the status of your resources.  
4/ Logistics – the process responsible for providing the facilities, services and/or 
materials to support your response to the emergency. 
5/ Finance/administration – the process responsible for the financial aspects and 
cost analysis required during the incident.   
 
Each process has roles identified to lead that aspect of the function. For 
example, the command function is lead by the incident commander. This person 
has sole accountability for managing the emergency site on behalf of the 
company or municipality. The other roles report directly to the incident 
commander to ensure there’s a clear chain of command.  
 
This approach means the organization can apply the emergency plan to a small 
incident or a large one. After you have begun your recovery operation, the plan 
offers a systematic process to shrink your field resources as the incident winds 
down.  
 
Before you say, “we don’t have that many people to perform all those roles,” 
remember that during a very small incident even one employee on site can 
assume all the roles mentioned above.  
 
This process helps companies identify the formal structure required if the incident 
expands into a major emergency and you have to expand your response 
capabilities. 
 
When multiple organizations are working at the same emergency site, using a 
common structure with common terminology is a tremendous benefit.  
 
During a large emergency, those involved can expedite the flow of information 
from agency to agency when it’s clear to each organization who is responsible for 
command, planning and logistics.  



 
My experience has been that once an organization has written the emergency 
plans that adopt the incident command system, the next challenge is to 
encourage the field and support staff to practise the roles of each function.  
Mock exercises are the best way to work through those issues.  
 
There is plenty of information available about the incident command structure. 
Following the principles of this process will lead to effective, resilient emergency 
procedures and processes.                                       
  
The chain of command 
Your emergency plans should also include a defined emergency management 
structure. A direct chain of command from the emergency location to the leaders 
or key decision-makers in the company is imperative. People at the emergency 
site must make quick decisions within a short time. They need to know that 
management supports them and will respond as soon as possible to their 
requests for resources, materials and equipment.  
 
Your emergency management structure must be small enough to be effective, 
but large enough that leaders can communicate decisions in a timely, accurate 
fashion and that the team can implement actions safely and in accordance with 
your operating procedures. 
 
This chain of command must be composed of a diverse team of trained 
individuals who are equipped to deal with issues such as health and safety, 
logistics, legal, employee concerns, technical problems and even legislative or 
compliance regulations.  
 
Many books define crisis management, and I can tell you that it is not 
management by committee. Decision-makers must be able to cope with 
changing conditions and be prepared to demonstrate leadership at critical points 
in the emergency.  
 
Emergency headquarters 
Some industries require an emergency operating centre, or EOC. This is where 
the team must perform their critical work. The design of this room is just as 
important as the people in it. It is most effective to have a layout or floor plan that 
has three defined work areas:  
 
1) An open area with adequate seating, computer hookups, phone lines and the 

necessary support documentation (manuals, etc.) to assist collaborative team 
decision-making.  

 
This area should only be accessible to the people who need to be part of the 
emergency or recovery process. An emergency is no time to conduct employee 



training that should have been done earlier or allow onlookers with the best of 
intentions to get in the way. 
 
2) A conference area where telecommunications are available to conduct 

conference calls with your incident command post or support center.  
 
These critical calls are most beneficial when there’s no background noise to 
interfere with the dialogue. This reduces the chance of misinterpretation. 
 
During these calls or updates, the crisis leader should determine who needs to 
be present. Human nature is such that everyone in the room wants to help, but 
these calls must be led with clear, defined objectives so information can be 
exchanged clearly and in a timely fashion. Long drawn out discussions over 
minute details can be counter-productive in times of crisis.  
 
3) An area where the crisis leaders and other key decision-makers can meet 

privately.  
 
During an emergency there are times when leaders must have private 
discussions about company policy, employee concerns and even legal issues. 
They discuss all options and make clear decisions. This meeting area, placed 
away from the controlled chaos allows this key group to step away from the 
emergency situation and re-group.  
 
As key decision-makers, they must not only look at the more immediate plans but 

also the longer-term strategic issues at stake  could this incident affect the 
company image, credibility or your stock price? What is the recovery strategy? 
   
The role of management 
Your emergency plans should also include guidelines for your frontline 
management employees. These people will have received training on your 
normal operating procedures and likely on what technical procedures to follow 
during an emergency, but they also need to be trained on your emergency 
management structure.  
 
During an emergency they should know what their role is, who they should 
communicate with and what support is available to them. For example, if your 
company policy is for frontline management to speak with the media, they must 
have media training to ensure the message is delivered correctly.  During a major 
incident, they may also require support from your media-relations experts to 
prepare key messages.  
 
Finally, fostering relationships between frontline management and municipal 
emergency services before an emergency is also critical. Conducting meetings 
with the local fire/police departments to explain your plant or facilities emergency 



plans is a great way for them to become familiar with your business and develop 
a valuable working relationship.  
 
The frequency of these meetings will depend on your industry, but an example 
would be whenever you have staffing changes to your emergency contact 
listings. Exchanging your business cards at the scene of an emergency is usually 
too late.       
   
Practise your plan 
A company’s best bet to weather a disaster or unexpected incident is to have 
proper emergency plans that are updated regularly and tested frequently. 
Practising or testing your plans at least annually ensures they are current and 
your employees are comfortable performing their roles during an emergency 
situation.  
 
A properly designed mock exercise is the best way to find out where your 
procedure gaps are. An exercise that is designed to demonstrate that your 
emergency plans work fine is a failure. Finding out what processes or equipment 
need to be improved after a mock exercise in a controlled environment is far 
more valuable than finding out during an emergency in front of the whole world.  
 
It’s important to document these process improvements after the mock exercise 
by debriefing the participants. Capturing first-hand knowledge from the people 
who execute your plans is well worth taking the time after the simulation is over. 
It is also a benefit to have facilitators available to observe the enactment of your 
emergency plans. They can then critique your response and supply valuable 
insight.  
 
To add another dimension of realism to the exercise, include a simulation centre 
in your plans. This centre is made up of employees who perform or act out 
prepared scripts by calling into your emergency centre or being on the 
emergency site. When you include these inputs in your exercise you add realism 
to the scenario and test your plans in a more realistic environment. As in so 
many things in life, the harder you practise the better you get.   
 
Organizations should approach emergency planning as a cost saver not a cost 
centre. Proper emergency plans that are resilient under today’s tough scrutiny 
and executed with trained staff can save a company thousands of dollars 
compared to using outdated plans during a disaster situation.  
 
Your employees, customers and shareholders deserve it, and public safety 
expects it.     
 
W.T. Isaacs, C.E.T.,  


