NEMS SYSTEM INTRODUCTION

Gone are the days when the emergency response team was a collection of the most useful people available at the time that the incident occurred. Pressures from stakeholders and increasing legislation means that companies now have to be seen to be capable of controlling their risk. This requires good communication and the development of a relationship of trust with stakeholders. Damage to an organisation’s reputation can easily occur, particularly when incidents arise. It is a difficult, but necessary, proposition to be able to maintain the trust of the community and stakeholders whilst effectively managing an incident.

Legislation

Much of the legislation that exists today to prevent incidents, communicate risks and prepare for possible emergencies has been drafted using the experience of past problems, not only in the UK but increasingly throughout Europe. The recently introduced Control of Major Accident Hazards Regulations 1999 (COMAH) have produced major changes in safety and emergency responsibilities throughout industry. Increased emphasis has been placed on companies to ensure that individuals within an emergency response team are competent to take up their roles

The roles and responsibilities of companies and individuals in accident prevention and emergency response are also set out in legislation covering health and safety at work, transport of dangerous goods and the protection of the environment, particularly water resources. The need for sound emergency plans coupled with the selection, preparation and development of competent emergency teams has never been higher.

A recent incident at a chemical plant in Yorkshire highlighted the need for the emergency response team to be fully aware of the emergency plans that were in place and the roles that the plans established. Inadequate response puts lives at risk. Lessons have to be learnt from incidents in the past. Many of those lessons aimed at accident prevention and corporate survival point to the need for competent staff in their roles in whatever circumstances they find themselves.

Value of Qualifications

There has been a steady growth in the recognition of the value of external vocational qualifications for operational and supervisory staff in industry. These provide the company with a clear and independent assessment of the competence of staff in their particular roles. They also give the individual a positive and reassuring recognition of their own skills. Regulators and the Emergency Services are clearly looking for organisations to have such competence assessment schemes in place at all levels.

One of the greatest areas of concern to regulators and stakeholders that has not been addressed until now is the assessment of the competence of those individuals who come together to form the emergency team. Under regulations such as COMAH they will have regularly rehearsed their roles both as individuals and as a team. But how competent are they? Could they be better?

Establishing a competency programme

The National Emergency Management Standards (NEMS) are sponsored by LINK Associates International as a competency based programme. The standards which form part of an integrated system for emergency management provide a benchmark for the training and development of individuals with key roles within the emergency response team of an organisation. They also set out the minimum knowledge and skills required to understand and effectively perform the tasks required of each role. Candidates are assessed on completion of the training and will be declared to be competent or in need of further specific training or experience to reach competence. 

NEMS has been based on feedback and the needs from many sectors of industry. The standards are principally concerned with incidents involving one or more people where the incident is a threat to life, the environment, or the asset.


The NEMS system will assist companies to ensure they have the tools in place to prepare their candidates for assessment.  The system is broken down into a number of elements, namely:

· Defining the boundaries of the emergency management system.

· The analysis of hazards and assessment of risks.

· Developing the system, which includes the organisation, facilities and the procedures.

· Selection and training of personnel

· Assessment of competence

· Ongoing monitoring and auditing

The very nature of emergencies, being an unnatural occurrence, does not allow individuals and teams to gain experience in responding to an emergency, nor for natural performance to be assessed. LINK have based the programme on their extensive experience in emergency response and safety training through exercises, simulations, tabletop discussions and workshops. In addition, they have been assessing competence in the management of major emergencies for five years.

Organisational roles

Each company or organisation has its own names for the roles within its emergency response team, but the responsibilities should follow the pattern set out in NEMS. For the purpose of the training and the assessment of individuals within an emergency response team there are competency standards for each role within NEMS. Training programmes are provided for prospective and incumbent: -

· Emergency Support Manager (ESM), who will examine the broader implications of the incident to the company / organisation. He / she will provide support to deal with the media, relatives response and shareholder enquires. He / she would probably be a member of a country or business management team, perhaps at a location remote from the site. Support for the Manager would come from a group of specialists with skills in administration, HR, legal, finance, insurance and would also include technical and operations support, safety and environmental. The structure and make up of the team would depend on the nature of the problem, the vulnerability of the company and the range of risks. This location may be the first to give early consideration to recovery plans.

· Site Main Controller, who has overall site emergency responsibility, leads an Emergency Management Team which handles the resourcing of the response and the management of information. This key responsibility includes support for the Incident Controller whilst maintaining a wider ”helicopter perspective”. He / she will liaise with the external agencies at a senior level and ensure that members of the team are correctly assessing the risks, protecting lives and the environment, addressing community issues, dealing with any media who arrive at the site, providing information for communication by the emergency services to neighbours, including adjacent businesses.  He / she would probably be a senior site manager and would report to the Business Support Team. Longer term business continuity, insurance and legal issues will potentially fall under his / her control.

· Operations Co-ordinator acts as the main point of communication between the Incident Controller and the Emergency Management Team. He / she will have sufficient technical knowledge to follow the progress of the incident and will be able to turn technical reporting into simple language that the team will understand. He / she will liaise closely with other members of the Team to provide resources to the Incident Controller and advice to the Emergency Controller.

· Site Incident Controller is the company representative in charge at the scene of the incident. Directly interfacing with the emergency services he / she is responsible for co-ordination of company resources at the scene and for the provision of accurate information and advice. He / she would typically be a local shift manager and be the key point of contact for the emergency services.

· Muster Co-ordinator is responsible for the collation of the headcount. He / she would report the results, monitor the movement of personnel and casualties and identify the likely location of any missing persons to the Emergency / Incident Controllers.

· Muster Checker performs the role-call at each point where people will assemble and will have the capability to move groups of mustered personnel from one location to another.

Robust emergency plans

In order that staff can respond to emergencies and perform their duties effectively, there must be a robust emergency response plan and appropriate facilities and equipment available to support them. The system sets out guidelines for the content and layout of the plan and recommends best practice for the facilities that are required. As a benchmarking standard, ownership remains with the company and the guidance is provided as assistance rather than a straitjacket. 

At the core of the system are competent people. By providing guidance and an independent audit of the arrangements, companies can establish a measure of their effectiveness. However competent the people the system recognises that the value of training staff to a high standard of competence can be seriously undermined by the failure to commit resources to sound, permanent and accessible facilities for emergency management.

The concept is to allow safety professionals within companies to take a close look at the way the organisation is set up to handle emergencies and to assist with establishing a measure of effectiveness allowing companies to benchmark their response arrangements. The system gives details on the training of the staff who are likely to be involved in the emergency situation and also provides the facility to assess their competence against a recognised standard with the potential provision of long-term support and maintenance. Regulators and stakeholders will then be reassured that emergency teams are manned with fully trained, competent people.
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