Major Emergency Management

Background
Most small-scale emergency situations, such as fires and transport accidents, are responded to and managed by the local emergency services through their own command and control systems.  These emergency services, known as principal response agencies (PRAs), comprise An Garda Síochána, the Health Service Executive, the local authorities and the Irish Coast Guard.  

There is, however, potential for more extreme emergencies, which go beyond the normal response capability of the PRAs, such as occurred with the Buttevant rail crash in 1980 and the Air India disaster in 1985.  Accordingly, since 1984, the Framework for Co-ordinated Response to Major Emergencies has underpinned major emergency preparedness and response capability.  This Framework is often referred to colloquially – and somewhat misleadingly - as the ‘national emergency plan’; in fact, it is not an emergency plan itself but rather the agreed protocols between the PRAs and their respective emergency plans.
Major Emergency Management – PRA Level
In view of the changing nature of the PRAs generally and the increased potential for mass casualty emergencies arising from industrial, transport or terrorist incidents, the Government mandated that the Framework should be reviewed and updated, as appropriate.

This in-depth review, led by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government with the co-operation of, inter alia, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and An Garda Síochána, resulted in the development of A Framework for Major Emergency Management, approved by Government in 2006.  The new Framework seeks to create the capacity for a comprehensive and integrated new emergency management system.  Its primary purpose is to set out arrangements for the PRAs to work together to manage large-scale events and to facilitate other services, such as the Defence Forces and the voluntary emergency services, to work with and support the PRAs in a co-ordinated response to managing major emergencies.  In particular, the Framework identifies the structured arrangements and facilities necessary to achieve the goal of effective co-ordination in a manner that is organisationally and functionally appropriate.
The Framework uses a comprehensive, five-stage systems view of emergency management, involving a continuous cycle of activity, as follows:

-
hazard analysis/risk assessment;

-
mitigation/risk management;

-
planning and preparedness;

-
co-ordinated response; and

-
recovery.

The Framework also addresses the linking of the work of the PRAs with that of other levels of Government; in particular, it specifies requirements for clear linkages to relevant Government Departments.

The implementation of the new Framework, again led by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government with the co-operation of, inter alia, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and An Garda Síochána, is proceeding according to a two-year Development Programme.  This Development Programme, to be implemented during the period 2006 to 2008, will build capacity among the PRAs to deliver the Framework objective of effective, co-ordinated response and will enable the planned and orderly transfer to the new Framework provisions from the 1984 Framework.  As part of the development process, draft guidance documents on the implementation of various aspects of the Framework have been and are being developed.
Strategic Emergency Management – Departmental Level

In 2004, the Government approved, at the proposing of the Minister for Defence, a Strategic Emergency Planning Guidance document to guide Government Departments toward achieving effective management of the emergency planning process.  The strategic guidance provides forward-looking advice that serves as a framework for action by Ministers and Departments; in other words, it defines Ministerial and Departmental roles in a strategic context.  It is not intended to address tactical or operational aspects of emergency planning, which in all cases are carried out below Departmental level by, in the ‘Justice’ domain, An Garda Síochána and the Coroner Service.

A major emergency at a strategic level is understood to mean an event, incident or situation that may present a serious threat to the welfare of the population, the environment, the political, administrative, economic stability or the security of the State, which will require the strategic involvement of the Minister/Department.

Principles of Strategic Emergency Management

A key principle of strategic emergency management is that service delivery should take place at the lowest possible level, with co-ordination at the most appropriate level.  Other key principles, as applied to the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, include the requirement that it is responsible for, inter alia:

-
responding to co-ordination and oversight needs and consulting on matters affecting other Government Departments and public authorities;

-
ensuring that proper resources, including legal powers, are available to the Department, An Garda Síochána and the Coroner Service;

-
ensuring that proper training is provided for all those involved in the Department;

-
ensuring that performance indicators are appropriately detailed through its business planning process; and

-
encompassing strategic emergency management within existing Departmental structures.

Strategic Duties – Major Emergency
In the event of a major emergency, whether as a result of a terrorist attack or otherwise, the operational emergency management functions of An Garda Síochána and the Coroner Service commence without initiation by either the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform or his Department.  Nevertheless, the Minister and his Department have strategic duties relating to information flow and possible engagement by the Government.

Information Flow

The first strategic duty is to ensure adequate information flow from An Garda Síochána to the Minister/Department and vice versa, so as to ensure that political leadership is engaged from the start.  The path of the information flow is as follows:

Minister/Private Secretary to the Minister/Press & Information Officer

↑↓

Security & Northern Ireland Division

Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform

↑↓

Liaison & Protection Section

Garda Headquarters

↑↓

Local Garda Management

Outside normal office hours, Garda Headquarters and the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform operate a duty officer system to ensure 24-hour availability.  

Engagement by Government

In a large-scale emergency, significant issues could arise for Government.  In the case of a major emergency, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform as a potential lead Department shall alert the Department of the Taoiseach at an early stage in the development of the emergency.  The necessity to activate the full Cabinet to guide and assist the lead Department will be a matter for the Taoiseach, and the Cabinet Secretariat will make the necessary arrangements.

In circumstances where it is not necessary to engage the full Cabinet, it may be necessary to establish a Cabinet Committee under the chairmanship of the Minister of the most appropriate lead Department.  This Committee will provide political direction and will make arrangements to provide the strategic level co-ordination across Departments.  This will be vital to ensure that all State resources are made available and are distributed to good effect so that gaps in the response arrangements are not allowed to develop.  This will involve the creation of an appropriate interdepartmental group, chaired by the appropriate lead Department.  Operational matters will be decided at the lowest appropriate level and will rarely engage the strategic-level structures.  However, strategic decisions will impact upon the tactical and operational levels, and an understanding of these levels is, therefore, a requirement for those commanding strategic decision-making functions.

In circumstances where a Cabinet Committee is established, the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform, supported by his Department, will actively contribute to its deliberations, if and when required.  

Support Roles
Additionally, a support role may arise for the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform either as a result of it being explicitly mentioned as having support responsibilities in the lead Government Department’s strategic emergency plans, with specific functions assigned to it under such plans; or as a result of the fact that non-specific assistance may be requested of the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform by the lead Government Department in an emergency.

In this regard, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform has a support role in other strategic emergency plans/activities, as follows:

-
National Civil Aviation Security Committee


Lead Government Department:  
Transport

-
Chemical Emergencies

Lead Government Department: 
Environment, Heritage and Local Government

-
Severe Weather Emergencies

Lead Government Department: 
Environment, Heritage and Local Government

Strategic Emergency Management and the Terrorist Threat

Having regard to the functions of the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform, a major emergency arising from a terrorist attack is a scenario which is of particular relevance, particularly in the context of the emergence of new forms of international terrorism.  It is not the purpose here to provide a terrorist threat assessment or to consider strategic issues relating to the response of the criminal justice system to emerging terrorist threats.  However, it would be remiss not to reference developments in the area of terrorism and counter-terrorism.

It has and continues to be the case that the principal terrorist threat arises from indigenous terrorist organisations, and a substantial body of legislation in the form of the Offences against the State Acts 1939-1998 has been developed to counter this threat.  Although the Good Friday Agreement has resulted in a cessation of activities by a number of terrorist organisations, most notably, the Provisional IRA, dissident republican groups, namely, the Real IRA and the Continuity IRA, continue to pose a real threat.

The Good Friday Agreement has also brought the benefit of enhanced co-operation between authorities North and South.  With regard to emergency planning, Article 8 of the Agreement between the Irish and British Governments on Police Co-operation, dated 29 April, 2002, provides that An Garda Síochána and the Police Service of Northern Ireland shall, in consultation with other authorities responsible for the emergency services in both jurisdictions, work together in promoting improved joint disaster planning.  A protocol between the two police services is currently under development.

The emergence of new forms of international terrorism, with the associated possibility of chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear attack, adds a new dimension to the terrorist threat.  However, although the terrorist threat to some European States may currently be high, in regard to Ireland it is comparatively low.

As part of the State’s response to the international terrorist threat, the Criminal Justice (Terrorist Offences) Act 2005 has given effect to the following:

-
European Union Framework Decision on Combating Terrorism; 

-
United Nations Convention against the Taking of Hostages; 

-
United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Crimes against Internationally Protected Persons; 

-
United Nations Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings; and 

-
United Nations Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism.  

The Act also makes provision for a number of additional measures directed in particular to the financing of terrorism and terrorist groups for the purpose of complementing the Convention on the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism.

National Emergency Management – Standing Co-ordination Arrangements
The Government Task Force on Emergency Planning, chaired by the Minister for Defence, provides active leadership of the emergency planning process; facilitates contact and co-ordination between Government Departments and other public authorities; and oversees all emergency planning.

The Inter-Departmental Working Group on Emergency Planning, chaired by the Office of Emergency Planning, Department of Defence, provides support for the policy initiatives of the Minister for Defence as chair of the Government Task Force.

The National Security Committee is concerned with ensuring that the Government are advised on high-level security matters.  The Committee is chaired by the Secretary General to the Government and comprises senior representatives of the Department of the Taoiseach; Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform; An Garda Síochána; Department of Defence; Defence Forces; and Department of Foreign Affairs.

The Government Information Service (GIS) plays a key role in preparing and projecting the Government’s message on emergency management and response issues.  An Emergency Planning Media Unit, chaired by the GIS, promotes and co-ordinates this work.  The Unit, which comprises Press and Information Officers of Government Departments and other key public authorities, continues to update and co-ordinate arrangements for handling queries on emergency planning and emergency management from the media and public.

The Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform continues to actively contribute to the work of the Government Task Force on Emergency Planning, Inter-Departmental Working Group on Emergency Planning, National Security Committee and Emergency Planning Media Unit, including by ensuring representation at appropriate seniority on all structures.

