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FEMA US&R System
Incident and Response

 After Actions Review & Improvement Plan Process
Process Section 1 - Background

The FEMA National Urban Search and Rescue (US&R) Response System has a deep history of saving lives, protecting property and supporting the overall mission of the Federal Governments response to natural and manmade disasters. This 20 plus year history has placed system resources into very hazardous and complex rescue and recovery missions. While keeping pace with changing mission requirements, the incorporation of new mission capability and inclusion of emerging practices and technology, the System continues to identify the need for an institutionalized approach to both documenting incident/event response activity, as well as the accomplishment of an After Action Review (AAR) and Improvement Plan (IP).

In June 2014 in accordance with USR GM 2014-045, an Ad Hoc Group was established and assigned amongst other tasks, the formulation of a guidance document and processes necessary to build comprehensive, consolidated and a timely AAR/IP’s for the US&R System, specific to all US&R responses/missions.  
Process Section 2 - Purpose

This document shall serve as a comprehensive guidance document that will assist the System Resources in the After Action Review (AAR) and Improvement Plan (IP) process.  This process shall result in a consolidated report, capturing all activities from entities involved with the identified response. The AAR should support the following critical themes; 

· Identifying problematic issues and needs for system resource improvement.

· Proposing measures to counteract challenges or problematic items through the use of detailed analysis and development of actionable improvement plans. (IP)

· Obtaining “lessons learned” to be shared at the appropriate system level and outside the  System as appropriate. 

· Determination of best practices, sharing and institutionalization of the same. 


Primary Considerations 

Homeland security preparedness involves a cycle of outreach, planning, capability 
development, training, exercising, response, evaluation, and improvement. 
Successful exercises and responses lead to an ongoing program of process 
improvements. This guidance is intended to assist agencies striving for 
preparedness excellence by analyzing response results and: 


♦  Identifying strengths to be maintained and built upon.


♦  Identifying potential areas for further improvement.


♦  Recommending follow up actions.


Any recommendations in the completed AAR should be viewed as 
recommendations only unless institutionalized by higher authority, through 
agency specific directives or initiatives.  In some cases, agencies may determine 
that the benefits of implementation are insufficient to outweigh the costs. In other 
cases, agencies may identify alternative solutions that are more effective or 
efficient. Each agency and organization should review the recommendations and 
determine the most appropriate action and the resources needed (time, staff, 
funds) for implementation.
Process Section 3 – Scope


An After Action Review (or AAR) is any form of retrospective analysis on a 
given sequence of goal-oriented actions previously undertaken by an entity or 
organization. An analytical AAR, is exercised as part of a process of performance 
evaluation and improvement. In many cases past the System AAR’s have fallen 
short of these goals. The recognized shortfalls in many of the previous System  
reports were associated with limited to no detailed analysis process, limited to no 
movement of findings to an improvement plan with follow up and 
accountability, 
and a lack of documentation and information sharing across the System. This 
guidance aims to close these gaps, and thus to improve upon the System mission 
and core capability.

As a System approach, this document considers post mission input, 
engagement and improvement in the following three broad areas;


● Internal -  The System Resources and Federal Partners (FEMA US&R Branch, 
administrative organization and ESF 9 Partners. .gov/.mil) 

● External - Those cooperating and affiliated mission partners who support 
mission success along with the recipients of mission capability at the tribal state 
and local level.

In some instances based upon mission complexity and dynamics an entity may be 
representative of both internal and external mission participant.


To support these principles the following information gathering practices shall be 
used to expand upon current system efforts, and thus generate a more open 
and inclusive environment for input. 

 ● Communication and information gathering from all system task forces and resources that deployed with either individuals and/or equipment (to include Incident Support Team Members, IST Cache Members and members deploying as individual and modular resources) is required. These entities are required to have the opportunity to submit issues for inclusion in the AAR/IP. 

● Communication and information gathering from Non- System ESF #9 resources, that deployed or supported the mission shall be considered, and entities shall have the opportunity to submit issues for inclusion in the AAR. 

● Communication and information gathering from all Federal, State, Local, and other entities that deployed shall be considered and shall have the opportunity to submit issues for inclusion in the AAR, that are germane to the improvement of the FEMA US&R Mission and capability.

Process Section 4 - Process Overview

A -  Issue identification and data collection



On Site – In order for initial observations to be captured, actions must be taken during the mission and immediately following, for participants and agencies to capture relevant items in a timely manner. Attachment One (1) provides a prescribed form for capturing these items. All personnel actively engaged in the incident should be provided with this format at incident onset or as soon as practical during the mission, to facilitate more timely information capturing and thoughtful documentation. Source documents for identification of potential items include ICS 214, ICS 213 and other incident documentation.  During the end of mission phase and out briefings, these forms should be collected as baseline inputs for consideration. When practical, appropriate deployed IST members (IST Leader, Plans, Operations and Safety) will remain in theater for one additional day to compile initial observations and initiate consolidation of information and incident documentation.


Post Mission – Post mission input allows for a more thoughtful input and evaluation of issues within the context of mission, training, equipment, policy, procedures and funding. Participants are encouraged to utilize electronic submission for greater detail related to both positive and negative issues and concerns in this phase. These submissions should be accomplished no later than 30 days post mission demobilization. In order to support this more thoughtful process, individuals facilitating after action process are encouraged to forward a consolidation of the major areas for consideration to mission/event participants, that were derived from the on site collection and hot wash process. When possible this should be accomplished within 10 days post mission. 

B - Collaboration and AAR Ad Hoc Guidance


To support collaboration and synergy as well as to provide the human resources necessary to accomplish an intensive detailed and thorough AAR/IP, the following trigger points should be considered for the recommended establishment of a Mission Specific AAR Ad Hoc. 

AAR Ad Hoc Required -

●  Missions resulting in a loss time injury, accident resulting in the loss of system resources or capability, or loss of life of a system member. 
● Incident complexity or expansiveness requiring engagement of three or more task forces and/or two or more FEMA US&R Incident Support Teams. These conditions can be either cereal or concurrent.

AAR Ad Hoc Recommended -

● Missions involving multiple federal partners and/or engagement with DOD/SUSAR resources. 

● Missions outside of current mission statements or generally accepted US&R system parameters or past practice, including OCONUS and International Missions. Items to be considered are deviation from significant operational policies, Program Directives, or General Memorandums. 
● Engagement of  system resources in National Special Security Events.
AAR Ad Hoc Not Recommended

● Mission that result in movement but no engagement of resources. (Money spent but limited to no engagement) 
When established the AAR Ad Hoc will make every attempt to accomplish required actions in the time frames described in Section 8 of this document. The use of virtual meetings, conference calls and a final AAR/IP conference is strongly encouraged.
The composition of an AAR Ad Hoc will be determined by FEMA US&R Branch, but in general should be comprised of representative of the deployed resources, (TFL,TFR or PM) as well as US&R Program Staff and the impacted FEMA Region, ESF9 representative, identified customers or mission recipients (Municipal government ) and a standing core of System AAR/IP Subject Matter Experts (SMEs). When practical the deployed IST Leader, IST Plans, IST Operations and based upon mission integration the IST Safety Officer and/or IST medical should be considered.  
Local AAR/IP Considerations
In those instances where an AAR Ad Hoc is not warranted each of the FEMA US&R resources who have either expended funds or conducted resource movements, shall conduct a Local AAR/IP.  This process may develop and result in a minimalist AAR document to aid in local agency improvements. The suggested process and format included in this document should be used as practical. This process should be undertaken by a local organization (committee) as deemed appropriate by the agency having jurisdiction. The conduct of a final AAR/IP Meeting is strongly encouraged. This meeting will provide final input and validation of the locally prepared report.
This Local AAR/IP can be either be prepared for internal use and thus very granular, or external use and very global, in either case the final document should go through and internal review and vetting, and include a feed back loop to support implementation of IP recommendations.
Participation and compliance with the recommendations contained within this guidance does not alter the requirements of individual Task Forces to produce an after actions report that may be required by other standards or regulation or Cooperative Agreement. Task Forces are encouraged to use the template described in Section 7. 

C -Analysis


Analytical AARs are formal documents, intended to serve as aids to 

performance evaluation and improvement, by registering situation-response 
interactions, analyzing critical procedures, determining their effectiveness and 
efficiency, and proposing adjustments and recommendations.

Once issues have been identified a systematic approach to evaluation must be 
used to validate the need for improvement and the development of 
recommendations. Various methods are recognized and several models are 
provided as a resource to support this process at Attachment Two (2).

The AAR/IP Ad Hoc by conducting the analysis will establish recommendations 
for inclusion in the Improvement Plan (IP). While developing recommendations 
the AAR/IP Ad Hoc should establish and recommend low, medium and high 
priority for each. 

Every effort should be made to document each issue and its disposition during 
and after the evaluation, and analysis process, to include feed back to the 
originator.


A validated feed back loop and tracking process will aid in validation of  
inclusion and buy in at all levels. A structured AAR Feed Back Form 



is provided at Attachment One (1)

D –AAR/IP Development  - 

The accomplishment of the above items should result in a thorough and concise 
document to provide incident documentation and improvement opportunities to 
participating entities.  The following section will address the recommended 
format of the contents.
Process Section 5 - Recommended AAR/ IP Format Template 
· Table of Contents
· Handling instructions
· AAR Executive Summary

· Introduction

· Strengths and Areas for Improvement - IP Matrix Summary
· Scope of Report
· Overview of Event/Incident in Phases
· Summary of Incident/ Include Event Objectives 

· Mobilization 



Alert, Activation and initial communications



Preparations for Activation/Deployment


Branch/ESF 9/IST/IST Cache/HEPP/Task Forces



Transportation
· Operations

· IST and IST Resources or Task Forces
· Consideration to be given to each of the following critical areas as appropriate within the functional element(IST,TF, ESF9 Support) 
· Management

· Safety

· Search

· Rescue

· Hazmat

· Medical

· Logistics

· Planning

· Modular Resources / Strike Team Task Force
· Non-System ESF #9 Resources

· Federal, State, local, and other entities involved
· Accident and Initial Accident Investigation Summary

· Demobilization/Post Mission Administrative Actions
· Performance Analysis –Based  on stated System Objectives and critical tasks.
· Strengths – Best Practice (S)
· Areas for Improvement (I)

Incident Phase



Mobilization – Transportation, BoO, 


Operations



Demobilization 


Incident Function



US&R Branch



Command



Operations



Plans



Logistics



Finance 

· Summary / Conclusion - Narratives
· Disposition and follow up  requirements - Must include as a minimum those items found in Section 7 of this document as applicable
· Management Summary – On lengthy and very detailed or granular AARs, consideration should be given to the development of a Management Summary, for decision makers and managers. This can be a stand alone document that summarizes the overall report and recommended actions. It should include a brief statement of the mission, statements of any problems, concise analysis, identified solutions and timelines for corrective actions. The IP Matrix may be included.

· Appendix - Considerations–  Appendixes as deemed appropriate should be developed to support the finished AAR/IP examples include,  Definitions, Incident Maps, Critical Event Chronology, Improvement Plan (IP) Narratives, AAR WG Members/Response Partner Lists, Supporting AAR documents/UC Meeting and Plans Meeting notes, germane to direction and critical decisions, Delegation of authority documentation. Critical Photo documentation related to items in the report.
· Improvement Plan (IP)


Consideration


Discussion


Recommendation (With low, medium and high priority)

Process Section 6 - AAR / IP Concurrence and Actions 

The final disposition and coordination action of the finished AAR/ IP requires additional actions prior to system acceptance.

Advisory Organization Coordination, Decision Making and Action Cycle – The successful implementation of system wide corrective actions and improvement plans are reliant on the coordination of the System Advisory Organization and associated process. 
Assessment and tasking to appropriate areas of responsibility along with system impacts must be adjudicated. As well, budgetary and strategic factors must be prioritized and weighed within the parameters of system process and organizational goals.

Concurrence and further tasking must be accomplished within the Advisory Organization, to validate and further the specific recommendations of the AAR/IP


Process Section 7 – AAR/ IP Disposition and Follow Up Requirements
IST and Task Force AAR/IP documents are to be considered “deliberative products” that will be utilized to inform and contribute to the final System AAR/IP.
Final adjudication of the AAR/IP will occur at the FEMA US&R Branch and will contain final actionable items and priorities.

Upon adjudication of the AAR/ IP must occur at the FEMA US&R Branch  General Memorandums and Directives will be issued as appropriate.
Final publication followed by distribution to all System and non system resources who participated in the process will be accomplished by appropriate means and all Sponsoring and Participating Agencies will have access via a central repository.
Consideration for inclusion of the AAR/IP in higher FEMA/DHS incident specific evaluations, reporting or fact finding, will be determined by the FEMA US&R Branch. 
All AAR/IP’s shall be posted to a common site accessible by all System resources for future reference and communications. This repository will support information sharing and visibility of best practices. 

Process Section 8 – Timelines and intervals

Immediate / While Deployed – Accomplishment of initial observation and data collection forms
Within 10 days post mission/event – Consolidation of initial observation and distribution of general areas for consideration should be provided to participants. Establishment of AAR Ad Hoc if deemed necessary by US&R Branch.

Within 30 Days Post Mission – completion of online feedback process and preliminary accident investigation/fact finding as necessitated by current US&R Program requirements.

Within 60 Days Post Mission – Completion of identification and analysis of all critical and significant items for inclusion in the AAR development.

Within 90 Days Post Mission – Development of recommendations and corrective actions for the improvement plans (IP). In this time period a Post Mission AAR/IP conference should be held to formulate and validate the final draft documents.
No later than (NLT) 120 Days Post Mission – prepared Mission/Event AAR and IP  submitted to the FEMA US&R Advisory Organization for consideration and action. 
Within 150 Days Post Mission – Vetted, Final AAR/IP and Management Summary (if produced) will be submitted to FEMA US&R Branch for reproduction, permanent archive and distribution by General Memorandum.  
Based upon incident complexity, complicating factors and work loads, these recommended timeframes may be adjusted by consultation with FEMA US&R Branch.

Attachments

Attachment 1   -  PDF – AAR FEDBACK FORM
Attachment 2 
Supporting Analysis Tools and Guides From Section 4 C

Five S –  “5-Ss” Methodology – Consider, surroundings, suppliers, systems, skills 
and safety. 

Five Why – The 5 Whys is an iterative question-asking technique used to explore the cause-and-effect relationships underlying a particular problem. The primary goal of the technique is to determine principal considerations and fundamental causes. (The "5" in the name derives from an empirical observation on the number of iterations typically required to resolve the problem.)
Cause and Effect Diagram

Terms:
Cause and Effect Diagram, Fishbone Diagram, Ishikawa Diagram, Fishikawa

What it is:
Cause and Effect diagrams (also called fishbone diagrams) are causal diagrams that show the causes of a certain event. Common uses of the cause and effect diagram are to identify potential factors causing an overall effect.

What it can be used for: 

· Support the team in brainstorming possible causes.

· Visualize the possible causes.

· Depict the relation between possible causes.

· Focus the team on the possible causes for the problem (and not on symptoms).

· Create a shared understanding in the team for the underlying problem.
How to do it: 

1. The specific problem is entered as the question in a box on the right-hand side of the diagram ("fish head").

2. Using brainstorming, focus on the causes for the problem formulated in the "fish head".

3. Question is based on identified problem/question at hand
4. The super ordinate cause categories are entered as the first "fish bone".

5. Pursuing the "why" questions in more detail using why-why analysis, identify the causes of the causes. Enter the main “why” into the diagram, and other “why”s into the why-why analysis table.

6. All causes are then prioritized as follows:

a. C = constant (the constant, invariable causes).

b. N = noise (the causes which cannot be influenced directly and occur so to speak as "noise", e.g. lack of time).

c. X = variable (the decisive variables which the project can influence).
Helpful alternatives

· "6 Ms" have proven useful: Method, Man, Machine, Material, Measure, Mother Nature.

· You can add  “M” for “Management” or “M” for “Maintenance”.

· For service and public safety, may also use 5 Ss: Surroundings, Suppliers, Systems, Skills, Safety.

· If the defined problem is complex it is advisable to draw up a cause & effect diagram.
· You may combine fishbone diagrams into “Cause and Effect Matrix” for further investigation using Input-Process Measurement Matrix.

· The more precise the question is in the "fish head", the better the result.

· The cause & effect diagram can be moderated in various ways: general brainstorming, analyzing the bones step by step, etc. The facilitator can select the best method for the situation. 
The Fish Bone is one tool that can be used to get to the root cause.


Attachment 3 – PDF – AAR  Template 
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