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INTRODUCTION

In the response world you often hear the adage “Every incident is different”. How true!!! The following information is an accumulation of observations, critiques, etc. that comes with the Safety Officer (SO) position in an incident command situation and pretty much stays true regardless of whether its an exercise or a real incident. Hopefully it will better prepare you for tackling the role. I’m sure many of you also have experiences that would add to this, and validate it. For you who have never served in this capacity, hopefully it will give you some insight.

WHO SHOULD BE THE INCIDENT SAFETY OFFICER?

In many organizations the role of Safety Officer is pre-designated.  It begins at the unit level during the initial response to the incident and is usually upgraded to a professional level as the event becomes more complex. In a Unified Command situation, several safety professionals from federal, state, and local government entities may respond. If an oil or hazardous chemical incident, the Responsible Party from industry may have their safety staff present as well. Some of the industry teams range from one person with multiple years of field level knowledge to a comprehensive staff of safety professionals, industrial hygienists, loss control specialists, physicians and nurses. If Unified Command, then the members of the UC will ultimately make the decision as to who to designate the Safety Officer. If a single incident commander, then normally someone from the primary agency is also designated the lead Safety Officer.

The important consideration should be that the most qualified person is designated the Safety Officer. Determination of who is most qualified really needs to look at the incident. If an event involves primarily structural collapse and a safety person with 30 years experience in heavy construction and demolition is available, they may be a better choice than a newly graduated industrial hygienist.  Conversely, on a primarily hazardous materials incident or CBRN, the industrial hygienist may be the best choice. In reality, the person with the best combination of organizational skills, ability to develop interpersonal relationships, technical expertise, and stamina should be the Incident Safety Officer. 

There are two designations of Safety Officers identified in the National Interagency Incident Management System (NIIMS).  SOF01 is the designation for the Safety Officer of an involved incident that would be of at least 5 days duration with large numbers of personnel. Position SOF 03 would be for a shorter duration incident of less complexity.  The primary difference in the job tasks for the two designations is the increased management specific tasks contained within the SOF01 qualifications. More formal qualifications and credentialing can be expected as the new National Incident Management System (NIMS) is refined and a credentialing process is implemented.

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

The Safety Officer title to some extent is a catchall. In reality you will be safety manager, coordinator, facilitator, etc. Theoretically you are high in the incident command food chain as part of the Command Staff. The often-heard premise is that the Safety Officer is the only person other than the Incident Commander who can shut down or stop an operation.  As Safety Officer this should be the last recourse unless there is absolutely no alternative, usually a compromise can be found that appeases everyone.

That said, we all have to live with the political ramifications of our actions. If you come into the incident with a “kick butt and take names attitude” you will not be very successful. It really doesn’t differ from what you do on a daily basis. You can recite Commandant Instructions and OSHA regulations until you’re blue in the face but if the command you are assisting doesn’t buy it, then they are ultimately responsible for the consequences.  Success as a Safety Officer really depends on your ability to assess a situation, make recommendations for action, and then use your persuasive abilities to make change.

GETTING STARTED

Unless it’s a planned event like a Superbowl, military out load, or an exercise, you more than likely will not be there at zero hour and will start off behind.  It will probably take a day or two just to get oriented to the operation. Get a briefing from the previous Safety Officer, Planning Chief, and Operations Section Chief. Take a quick tour of the response operation and support facilities and locations when possible.

Do what ever you have to do to get face time with the UC/IC. You work for them. First, you want their buy-in and public support for your approach to safety.  Compose a safety statement that you want the UC to approve and disseminate. It must state that safety is the number one priority in all actions and decision-making. If safety is not a top priority for the IC/UC then you’ll struggle during the whole incident. It should also establish you as the subject expert for the UC and that you have their full support. Since many of these people won’t know you from Adam this will be a test of your persuasive abilities. There is a tendency to want to add additional responsibilities to the Safety Officer such as combining it with the Liaison Officer position. Resist dual tasking. You want everyone to understand your primary function isn’t to be the band-aid supplier and refill fire extinguishers.

GETTING ASSISTANCE

Unless the event is short duration, single shift, single location, simple complexity you will need to order assistance. This is a judgment call by the Safety Officer. The amount of help will depend on the length and complexity of the incident but you can never have too much. Without adequate help you are doomed to fail. Determine what kind of help you need:

Assistant Safety Officers (ASO)

Safety Field Observers (SFO)

Trainers

Industrial Hygiene Technicians

Sanitarians

Toxicologists 

Microbiologists, etc. 

Once you know how many you need, double the number and request that from the Planning Section Chief. If you’re lucky you’ll get the number you actually need to function. If not readily accessible through the UC, you will probably need to suggest sources of the assistance (other CG Safety personnel, OSHA, EPA, reservists that are firefighter/EMT/ESH trained in their civilian careers, state and local agencies, and contractors). You’ll need these persons to be your eyes and ears since you will spend a fair amount of time daily in meetings and interactions. OSHA has recently become a good source for additional manpower and technical assistance. An OSHA Instruction effective December 18, 2003 established the OSHA National Emergency Plan (NEMP). The plan essentially authorizes and encourages OSHA to participate in catastrophic emergencies in a consultation and assistance role to the primary agency. They are specifically prohibited from functioning as the incident Safety Officer, but may assume an Assistant safety Officer Role.

REQUIRED MEETINGS

Command and General Staff: The first Unified Command meeting normally held is the Command & General Staff meeting. This is an excellent platform for the UC to make a public affirmation of safety as a top priority, set expectations, and establish the authority of the Safety Officer to require changes or amendments to processes, stipulate safety equipment requirements, or to stop work for potential or imminent danger.

Tactics: During the Tactics meeting Operations and Planning will decide how to attack the incident. The Safety Officer input is needed to ascertain whether the proposed tactics can be done safely, what type of PPE or other mitigation is needed to reduce the risk, propose alternatives, and throw the time out flag if a decision is made that is seriously off course. Rarely will you be able to make something 100% safe. By nature what we do is dangerous. Remember that the OSC and IC/UC have other competing interests as well; the Safety Officer often has to give the reality check. The USCG Incident Management handbook doesn’t show the SO as a participant at this meeting but it is crucial since controversial issues can be resolved at the lowest level instead of an adversarial position in front of the UC during the Planning Meeting. Save the silver bullets for when you really need them!!!! 

Planning: Numerous briefs will be conducted during the Planning Meeting to update the UC and get approval for the strategies and tactics for the next operational period. If serious issues have been resolved prior to the planning meeting the SO portion can be used to address more global issues or answer questions on specifics. Planning, Operations, and Safety should be in agreement before going into the Planning Meeting. 

Debriefing: Safety personnel often overlook the debriefing of field supervisors and workers as a source of real-time field information.  Operations and Planning will normally debrief these individuals at the end of the shift.  This is a good time to interact but you may find yourself competing with others for information and its ends up looking like an inquisition to the person being debriefed. The best practice is to listen to the download being given and then ask specific questions about the information relayed. Enhancing information may also be obtained from visiting the field yourself, debriefing your safety observers, or trying to engage the supervisors and workers during meal breaks, rest periods, etc. on what their perception is of the safety issues in the field. 

Operational Briefing: The data you obtain will be vital to your safety message, both on the ICS 204’s (Assignment List) and at the operational brief. Try to use some of the incidents relayed, lessons learned, etc. to make the safety portion of the operational briefing of value. Find a way to make it personal, use real time events, especially if injuries have occurred. Maximize your message at the briefings and on the 204’s. . Make safety comments and instructions germane to the situation. If no specifics are available you can address weather safety, fatigue, etc. but make it short and relevant or the intended audience will lose focus.

OPERATIONS SECTION

Information is power for the Safety Officer. Interaction with the General Staff is crucial, especially in obtaining pertinent information. The ideal place to locate the safety activity is between the Situation Unit and Operations.  Safety personnel have a way of getting second hand information; people always assume you know by some sort of divine intuition.  An excellent way to improve communications and information exchange is to assign an Assistant Safety Officer or a top-notch observer in the Operations Section as a liaison. Between being privileged to activities in the Operations Section, access to current conditions according to Situation Unit Leader (Planning Section), and listening to radio communications or dispatch, you should have most of the intelligence needed to make good evaluations and recommendations. Developing a rapport with the OSC will pay dividends along the way in ensuring both of you meet your objectives. 

Division/Group Supervisors -Besides the Operations Section Chief, the Division/Group Supervisors over the various field components will generally have the most up to date information and personal knowledge about the conditions and activities at ground zero of the incident. Empathic listening to the Div/Group Supervisors may provide previously unknown information about hazards or potentially dangerous conditions on scene, especially the fatigue factor.

Air Operations - Air Operations in an emergency is often the most hazardous activity being conducted. The Safety Officer should seek out the Branch Director or person in charge of the aircraft activities. Some of the concerns may be outside the realm and expertise of traditional safety and health concerns. As Safety Officer, you may be able to assist with issues such as having fire response equipment available during landings, etc.  If intense air operations are anticipated to be ongoing, an Aviation Safety Officer should be ordered just to focus on this important aspect of the response

Hazardous Materials Branch –Depending on the ICS organization and cause of the incident, a Hazardous Materials Branch may be created. The functional units can be as needed but commonly may contain an entry group, sampling group, removal group, and decontamination group. This is a prime area for field involvement of the Safety Officer, especially an industrial hygienist. Field Safety personnel should be assigned to each of these activities to ensure the elements of the safety and health plan are being followed. 

Other Operations Branches & Units – The organization of the Operations Section is driven by the type, location, and complexity of the incident. There may be firefighting groups, EMS groups, urban SAR groups, etc. The Safety Officer can expect a need to interact with all of these activities via observers, assistant safety officers, etc. in order to address the safety issues of the overall response. 

PLANNING SECTION

In most responses the Planning Section Chief (PSC) has the most stressful function due to the myriad of activities that have to be conducted on a rigid timeline and be accurate. This person has enough to worry about. Try to make their life easier. Start reviewing the ICS Form 204’s (Assignment List) generated by Operations. Get any concerns addressed early before they become a problem for the PSC. The Safety Officer needs to review and approve the 204’s in plenty of time to get printed and incorporated into the Incident Action Plan (IAP). Additionally the IAP daily safety message should be composed and delivered for inclusion in the IAP several hours before press time. Get a draft copy of the IAP from Planning and look for fatal flaws or important information that may have been omitted. The Safety Officer may need to make themselves available in the off hours to meet Planning’s needs if a 24-hour operation with multiple operational periods.

Resource Unit Leader:  When trying to get a mental picture or accurate description of types and numbers of personnel, agencies, and equipment being ordered and utilized, the RUL should have the most correct information on numbers, types, and locations. This information is critical when developing the Safety and Health plan as well as the Medical Plan.

Volunteer Coordinator – This is an infrequently utilized position, but the desire to help is part of the American spirit so depending on the incident, volunteers may be a large issue. The Safety Officer will need to interact with the Volunteer Coordinator to identify training needs, safety gear requirements, and to assess their work areas to make sure they are not placed in harm’s way. Volunteers are often retired persons with their own medical concerns that may have to be planned for or addressed. In a recent exercise, one of the volunteer “victims” became a real patient due to an underlying respiratory problem and had to be transported by EMS. 

Situation Unit Leader – Regardless of incident, almost everyone will have a SUL in place. The Safety Officer needs to be joined at the hip with the SUL since that position is the clearinghouse for all real-time information. Injuries and fatalities, weather changes, new hazards, etc. will generally be recorded first at the SUL Status Board.  The SUL generally debriefs off-coming crews as well as to the current situation so a “heads up” can be provided on possible issues that need addressing long before they normally would attract the Safety Officer’s attention. 

Field Observer – The Planning Staff and Operations may both have field observers that are constantly feeding situation updates back to the Incident Command Post.  In the absence of dedicated personnel to assign as Safety Observers, these positions can often be doubly tasked with conducting safety observations and providing Safety Officer feedback. 

Documentation – The Documentation Unit Leader is tasked with being the repository of all official and original documents on a response for the purpose of recreating portions of the event at a later date or for use during the inevitable litigation that usually follows major incidents.  Safety and health issues quickly become a prime target for attorneys as evidenced by the on-going issues with air quality and contaminants as a result of the World Trade Center collapse. Copies of safety & health plans, revisions, air monitoring results, requests for PPE, physical examinations, fit testing, etc. need to be provided to the DUL. A good rule of thumb- if it’s put in writing, the DUL gets a copy.

Demobilization Unit Leader – Demobilization of equipment and personnel planning begins early in the incident. Depending on the type of incident or its occurrence, the Safety Officer may become involved with issues such as contaminated equipment, vermin, etc. If a biological incident, thought has to be put into tracking persons with potential exposures after the incident. The usual most critical need is to address adequate rest and recovery of workers at demobilization. An agreement needs to be reached and quantified in the Demobilization Plan and approved by the IC/UC specifying required numbers of hours of rest and any other pertinent stipulations that need to be addressed prior to releasing members of the workforce.

Environmental Unit Leader – This is a position normally seen only with oil spills and chemical releases. The events of 9-11 and the Columbia Shuttle disaster brought to light the importance of this position in non-traditional responses.  While the Safety Officer is primarily concerned with issues relating to responders, they quite frequently may be caught up in issues affecting the public as well. The Environmental Unit will normally be able to supply the latest information on chemical and toxic effects. Personnel permitting, the Environmental Unit is an excellent location to station an industrial hygienist who can be invaluable in evaluating and developing control methodologies. 

Technical Specialist – The Technical Specialist position encompasses a wide range of specializations and activities. They normally work for the Planning Section Chief but are often detailed to the Unified Command. Examples of types of specialists are weather observers or meteorologists, archaeologists, biologists, ICS experts, etc. Whatever the tasking there is usually a related safety issue somewhere. The Safety Officer needs to identify who the specialists are and their functions in order to identify and address potential hazards, if any, related to their work activities. 

LOGISTICS SECTION

The interaction with the Logistics Section Chief (LSC) is usually overshadowed by the need to work directly with the various units encompassed within Logistics. The Logistics process is often confused and disjointed during the initial first few days of the incident until the process settles downs. If you have difficulty with the individual units, the Logistics Section Chief can usually resolve or expedite the issue. 

Communications Unit - The relationship between Safety and the Communications Unit leader is often overlooked. Emergency communications capabilities are key in most incidents. The Safety Officer should review the Incident Radio Communications plan (ICS 205) and verify field units have a primary and back-up source of emergency communications. 911 does not work everywhere and cell phone systems are different. Also the SO and SFO should have access to handheld radios, NEXTEL, etc. so they can stay in touch with field units and monitor for emergencies. 

Medical Unit- The Safety Officer approves the Medical Plan for responders. Technically, the Medical Unit works for the LSC but in some responses the Safety Officer becomes the de facto supervisor. It is not unusual to find them co-located. A common confusion is the understanding that the purpose of the Medical Unit is to address the needs of the incident responders, not the general population impacted by the incident.  Non-response personnel injuries or medical issues will be handled through the EMS group or other entity established within the Operations Section. 

Responder Rehabilitation Manager- The RRM is part of the Medical Unit. This position works with the Safety Officer to identify situations or conditions leading up to the need to rehabilitate incident personnel suffering from the effects of strenuous work and/or extreme conditions. Data obtained may indicate the need for a job hazard analysis, ergonomic assessments and interventions, or improved screening of personnel. 

Food Unit Leader- The Safety Officer interacts with the Food Unit Leader to ensure the sanitation of food handling areas, equipment, nutritional quality of food and availability of food for responders. This is more of a concern in a field or camp situation. 

Supply Unit Leader/Ordering Manager- A good relationship is critical between the Safety Officer and the Supply Unit. Jointly they identify safety equipment and supplies needed for field and office personnel and ensure its procurement and distribution in an expeditious manner.  The response can be detrimentally hampered if required safety equipment and supplies are not on hand to meet the needs of the responders throughout the incident. This was a lesson learned from 9-11 where it took several days to get the required respirators, gloves, flashlights, etc. in the volume needed for the site workers.

Facilities Unit Leader – The Safety Officer interacts with the Facilities Unit Leader to ensure the adequacy of rest and sanitary facilities. Again, this is more of a camp determination, but even berthing in a long-term hotel environment there may be an issue that negatively impacts rest and peace of mind of the responders. 

FINANCE AND ACCOUNTING SECTION
Time Unit Leader – If the Safety Officer has been able to get the needed assistance, one of the administrative responsibilities will be to track and verify time records of the safety staff. This position is also valuable if the Safety Officer wants to view man-hour reports to see if personnel are working too many hours and violating work/rest regimens or restricted duty requirements.

Compensation/Claims Unit Leader –Despite the very best attempts of everyone involved, the nature of emergency incidents lends itself to injuries.  The Safety Officer will most likely need to interact with the CCUL in providing information relating to the injury investigation, duties restrictions, return to work programs, and possible future litigation.

While these are not all the ICS Sections that Safety Officers are likely to interact with, it makes it clearly evident that the Safety Officer will be overwhelmed without assistance and may dedicate more time in an administrative role than in the traditional roles of recognition, control, and evaluation of hazards.

SAFETY AND HEALTH PLAN

The new missions and hazards to be encountered adversely affect the ability to utilize a “one-size fits all” approach to a safety & Health. Several issues have to be kept in mind when deciding how to prepare a plan and then communicate its contents: 

Simplicity – A pre-written or designed “All- Hazards” plan is potentially cumbersome due to the vast amounts of contingencies it tries to anticipate. Also, as safety professionals we tend to speak a specialized language foreign to the uninitiated. Remember the safety plan is for the workers. Brevity is key- if its more than 4 or 5 pages it most likely will not be read.

Reading Level & Language – Unfortunately, the average worker reading and comprehension level in the United States continues to decline.  Most communications professionals agree that published documents should not exceed the sixth grade reading level.  Beta test your plan; if 2-3 people randomly chosen have a blank look while reading, it is probably too involved.  Language issues are another pitfall to be aware of. Particularly in the construction and environmental remediation industries, an increasing number of non-English speaking workers are being employed, many who cannot read either. You may have to hire a translator to convert your documents or have a translator available for your safety briefings. Extra time will have to be taken with this worker population to ensure comprehension of the key elements.

Relevance – Incident responses are becoming increasingly complex. Responders get frustrated, tired, and grumpy after just a few days. The last thing they want to hear or see is information not relevant to them. If the safety plan that is distributed is heavy on a certain topic such as aviation safety, pier safety, or container inspections, the boat crews patrolling the safety zones won’t read them, and vice versa. 

Intended Audience  - Determine who the intended audience is for the plan. If only Division/Group Supervisors and Command Post personnel are going to view it, then the approach may be different than if intended for field personnel. A plan is of no value if not read, used, and revised. Consider a shorter synopsis of the plan for field distribution (i.e., Safety for Dummies), when dealing with mixed backgrounds, cultures, and educational levels. 

Legal Aspects – One normally cited reason for a highly technical, wordy, and inclusive safety and health plan is to better protect against future litigation on safety issues, (i.e. full disclosure, no stone unturned). In this case a master plan document could be developed that goes into detail and is filed for future litigation purposes. A simpler document can then be distributed that summarizes the important issues and precautions/protections to be taken. 

An issue frequently blamed on legal requirements is one requiring every person to sign the S&HP. In large incidents, defined either geographically or by numbers of responders, getting everyone to read and attest that they understand the plan is normally wasted effort. More than likely you will get malicious compliance. The best you can hope for is to have everyone sign they received a copy. The greater leverage is to ensure and document that the supervisors have read and understand the plan and its contents.  It’s the supervisors that will make the difference in safety- not the Safety Officer or the plan. 

Logistics- Logistics is usually not considered until well into the process. When writing the plan consider questions such as: How are these going to be printed?  How many copies do we need? Is there a budget for this? How is this going to be distributed to 800 people over a 10-mile area? 

Hazard(s) – Every Safety Officer wants the most comprehensive plan possible but prudence suggests focus on the most likely scenarios (risk-based management). If it’s June in Mobile, Alabama we probably don’t need to have information on cold stress injuries.

Command Perception- Keeping the FOSC/IC/UC happy, etc. is the key to success. If the command perceives the value of the plan as more a nuisance than help, you may not get a lot of cooperation. Be wary of multiple revisions to the plan that require frequent redistribution, obtaining additional signatures, or non-scheduled briefing times. They may tolerate it for this incident but you might not be on another!!!

Duplication & Innovation – There’s usually more than one way to accomplish your goal. For example, if boat crews already have daily processes to review hazards, conduct operational risk management, etc., find a way to get your information included in their format. 

STRESS AND FATIGUE

Stress and fatigue in most instances can be identified as the number one safety issue at all long duration incidents. Besides the long work hours, political pressures, fog of war, media interest (especially if actual or potential numerous injuries or fatalities) all cumulatively add to the burden, especially of the incident command post staff.

One generally accepted standard for work rest used by the U.S. Forest Service is one hour rest for every two hours worked. In the Coast Guard we are usually very good at looking at rest issues for boat crews and other responders. We are not as good at it for our management forces.  It is not unusual to see Planning and Operations Sections Chiefs well exceed 24 to 36 hours straight at the command post without relief. The stress begins to manifest itself in irritability, aimless motion, and distracted decision- making. 

The Safety Officer needs to be well tuned into the dynamics at the incident command post. If the staff are not observing whatever work-rest criteria has been promulgated and events suggest there is an existent or looming issue related to stress and fatigue, the Safety Officer should explore whatever avenues are available to try and obtain additional ICP support.  This obviously can be somewhat contentious if handled improperly.  The Safety Officer should first informally discuss the situation with the affected person(s) to see if there are any unseen issues contributing to the situation. (Ex. person is a micro-manager, reluctant to delegate or relinquish authority, afraid of command perception, etc.). If a solution does not seem readily evident, the Safety Officer may need to discuss the issue with the Incident Commander or their deputy since the IC may not be tuned into the group dynamics of the ICP.

INCIDENT INVESTIGATION

A real dilemma for some Safety Officers is the unpleasant task of conducting investigations and analysis of injuries, fatalities, and equipment damage or loss. On a large incident, these events can quickly overwhelm and assume all of the Safety Officer’s time and prevent the oversight and activities to ensure the overall safety and success of the incident.  Since injuries will most likely be inevitable, the Safety Officer as part of their staffing requirements should assign an experienced safety person with the role of investigating and analyzing incidents. This will assure the event will have the attention it rightly requires and allow the Safety Officer to function in their multiple tasked roles. This is a good situation to leverage the assistance of OSHA on the incident since they are prevented by their new directive from wearing the enforcement hat on emergency responses, without specific approval and reason. In this role you can obtain their expertise and experience in incident reconstruction and investigation without fear of adverse consequences or fines. 

EXERCISES

The Coast Guard is currently conducting and participating in more exercises than ever in its history.  With DHS requirements, Marine Transportation Security Act (MTSA), PREP, Anti-Terrorism/Force Protection, etc. the exercises are becoming more complicated with inherent risks and hazards. MSST’s and PSU’s are constantly exercising, using unloaded weapons, while often operating in areas where the ports are in a heightened threat level and personnel are carrying loaded weapons. There is an increased use of air assets and water assets by local, state, and federal organizations requiring close coordination and traffic control. A typical PREP exercise is running between 300-400 participants between the observers, role-players, and responders. The typical command post setting generally has well over 100 persons in place with crowded conditions and multiple temporary installations of computers, power sources, etc. Two of the last four PREP exercises required emergency response real-time.  One was a collision between a small boat and a cruise ship; the second was a role player with a history of cancer and lung disease that had to be transported to the hospital mid-exercise.

Safety personnel should be involved from the initial planning throughout the exercise completion. Every exercise has Safety Officer and safety personnel as role players. The increased complexity and hazards of exercises indicates a need for a behind-the- scenes safety organization to deal with real time hazards and emergencies so these issues do be confused in exercise play.

SUMMARY

Being the Safety Officer is the closest one will ever be to “being all things for all people”. During the course of the event you may find yourself being an administrator, public relations person, coordinating and providing liaison to a variety of agencies and individuals, tactician, scientist, counselor, and lawyer, to name a few. 

Information is key, but don’t expect it to find you- you’ll have to look for it. Having a trusted network of persons in your incident safety organization will be a ready conduit of information and feedback to make those critical safety improvements in the response. Obviously, you will not be able to do everything yourself-delegate and find resources. Every incident is different so opportunities abound for innovation. Being a safety professional at an incident, whether you are the designated Safety Officer or not, can be one of the most exciting and challenging opportunities of your career. 
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