Situation Report

Incident dispatchers can lighten the IC’s load

By Randall D. Larson

Incident management has been a hot
topic in drills and tabletop exercises
around the coun-
try, especially in
today’s homeland
security environ-
ment. Deploying
the variety and
quantity of
resources needed
to mitigate a
multi-casualty
WMD event
involving hazmat and a crime scene is
one thing. Coordinating and managing
it all, hwoever, is entirely another.

A big part of managing a major
emergency is communications. Being
able to communicate with the various
players involved in such an event can
be problematic at best for any agency’s
dispatch center. The resource coordi-
nation and interagency communica-
tions needs will be tremendous. Even
more so than usual, field commanders
will depend on their dispatchers to
anticipate needs and relay commands
correctly.

Wildfires, US&R and SWAT

One way to alleviate the demands
placed on the dispatch center, while
augmenting the effectiveness of field
communications, is to train and equip
a cadre of tactical incident dispatchers
to support the command post in the
field.

This concept has really come to
fruition over the last decade, with
dozens of police, fire/rescue and emer-
gency management agencies creating
specialty units within their dispatch
centers. These personnel are fluent in
the Incident Command System and
equipped to respond into the field to
take on the responsibilities of commu-
nications into and out of an incident
command post, managing resource sta-

tus and accountability, and providing
documentation support for the inci-
dent commander.

Incident dispatch teams grew out of
the need to train dispatchers to staff
overhead Communications Unit posi-
tions during major wildfires in Califor-
nia and elsewhere. The National Wild-
fire Coordinating Group recognizes
this position of Incident Dispatcher
(1np1), with the supervisory level des-
ignated Incident Communications
Center Manager (INCM).

It has only been recently, however,
that civilian dispatchers have been
qualifying for these positions in the
wildfire environment, rather than
agencies simply pulling firefighters off
the line to staff these assignments.
(NWcCG training is self-study, and certi-
fication task books are offered at
<www.nwcg.gov/teams/pmswt/pms
.htm>.)

In addition, each of FEMA’s 28
Urban Search & Rescue task forces con-
tains a communications and technical
information component, the US&R
equivalent of INDI/INCM.

Local agencies enhance the 1nND1/
INCM designations by staffing their
incident dispatch teams with public
safety dispatchers who are fluent in
radio and telecommunications,
resource management, documentation,
and overall multi-tasking. It makes
sense, because these are the tasks those
personnel perform daily in their dis-
patch centers.

“Having the Incident Dispatch
Team on scene to assist with resource
status, situation status, and radio com-
munications allows the incident com-
mander to concentrate on the strategy
and tactics at hand,” says Bttn. Chief
Darryl Von Raesfeld, San Jose (Calif.)
Fire Department.

For their part, law enforcement
agencies began using tactical dispatch
teams to support swaT and hostage
negotiation team operations. Dozens of
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teams now exist from coast to coast,
each operating within an agency’s SWAT
structure to provide an invaluable serv-
ice during critical police operations.
“Having dispatchers coming in to
the tactical command post with capa-
bilities that officers in the field don’t
necessarily have themselves, insofar as
processing and recording and keeping
logs and radio communications proto-

Having a dispatch team
on scene to coordinate
tactical communications
removes a tremendous
workload from the
command staff and puts
highly qualified personnel
in charge of the incident’s
communications.

cols, really benefits the organization,”
says Ben Tisa, a former FBI command-
er who now trains tactical teams and
dispatchers.

IDTs and WMD response

With the advent of homeland security
concerns over the last two years, and
the realization that local law enforce-
ment and fire/rescue agencies will be
working very closely with each other
(and with myriad other local, state and
federal entities) during any terrorist-
caused disaster, this kind of on-scene
communications support becomes
even more important. The critical
management needs of the response to a
potentially chaotic wMD scene will
require a seamless interaction of
numerous resources at many levels of
government.

Having a dispatch team on scene to
coordinate tactical communications, as
well as intercommunications via radio,
cell phone and mobile data, removes a
tremendous workload from an inci-
dent’s command staff and puts highly
qualified personnel in charge of the
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