
The Challenge:  
To protect the safety and health of emergency workers during re-
sponses to large-scale disasters, incident commanders and emergen-
cy managers must have access to suffi  cient information, assessment 
and decision making assets, safety resources, and implementation 
capability. Most major disaster responses involve multiple, diverse 
responders and response agencies; include unusual and intense 
hazard exposures; and occur over large areas and extended time 
periods. Th ese characteristics complicate the gathering and assess-
ment of information, decision making, safety resource manage-
ment, and implementation and enforcement of safety and health 
programs. As a result, an incident manager’s ability to manage the 
safety of responders may be seriously compromised. ☛
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Approach:  
Researchers gathered input from workers and managers who responded to the / 
terrorist attacks in New York City and Arlington, VA; the Anthrax incidents in Boca 
Raton, FL and New York City; the Northridge, CA earthquake; and Hurricane An-
drew in Central FL. Additional information was obtained from the literature on 
disaster response, which included the safety and health implications of response to 
fl oods, transportation accidents, wildfi res, civil disturbances, and chemical-biological 
threats/attacks. Th e information obtained enabled the study team to develop prelimi-
nary recommendations that could be used to spark discussion and prompt additional 
comments and feedback from the emergency response community. A workshop was 
conducted in Arlington, VA on February ,  to obtain expert comment and 
opinion on integrating safety management into incident command and incident 
management, preparing for disaster response through training and multi-organiza-
tional planning, assessing and monitoring hazards, providing responder health care, 
conducting surveillance, and related issues.

Results:
Th e principal fi nding of this research is that in preparation for, and during response 
to major disasters, the safety resources of the multiple participating organizations 
must be better integrated and coordinated than in the past. Th e report recommends 
that safety be viewed as a multi-agency function within the Incident Command 
System and makes fi ve recommendations for implementing this approach. Th ese 
recommendations include developing a group of highly trained safety managers who 
can lead coordination between agencies, incorporating responder safety and health 
issues more realistically in joint disaster exercises and training, and preparing in ad-
vance the types of expertise and other assets needed to protect responder safety so 
that safety-related reinforcements will be able to be used quickly and effi  ciently. Ad-
ditionally, the study makes  specifi c recommendations regarding ) gathering haz-
ard information and the status of the workforce, ) assessing hazards and choosing 
protective options, and ) eff ectively implementing safety decisions.  

Impact: 
Study fi ndings have informed the development of the National Incident Management 
System (nims) and the National Response Plan (nrp), and the development of the Worker 
Safety and Health Annex of the nrp. Th e niosh-rand report has been widely distributed 
to managers and policymakers at all levels of government with emergency management, 
disaster response, and worker safety responsibilities. Th e recommendations have also been 
disseminated to academic institutions with emergency and disaster management degree 
programs, and associations and unions that represent emergency managers and respond-
ers. Th e report has received an overwhelmingly positive response, based on the return of 
approximately  reader response cards. Ninety-two percent plus of those responding 
indicated that they are using the information and recommendations to inform planning, 
change programs and curricula, and implement specifi c recommendations. Most of those 
who have returned the reader response cards are emergency management directors/admin-
istrators at local (county or municipal) levels. ■
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For complete description of this project and others see the CD Rom “A Compendium of 
NORA Research Projects and Impacts, 1996-2005” located at www.cdc.gov/niosh.

The fi ndings and conclusions in this report have not been formally disseminated by the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health should not be construed to represent any agency 
determination or policy.
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