
                                                                                                 Updated 12/13/2011                              

Page 1 

 

The City of Seattle takes an “All Hazards” approach to planning for major events and disasters.  Despite 

the precipitating event, the consequences of most major disasters will be similar.  The following is an 

overview of the existing Seattle Disaster Response Plan.   

 

The purpose of the plan is to define how the city will use its resources to administer a comprehensive 

emergency management program.  Essentially it answers two questions, what needs to be done and who 

will do it? 

 

There are some assumptions that have been made in order to build a comprehensive plan.  These planning 

assumptions include: 

 A major emergency or disaster can happen at any time 

 The time of day, time of year, day of the week will impact the seriousness of a major event 

 A disaster would severely stress normal systems and the City would likely require outside 

assistance. 

 In a disaster it is likely that local government will be overwhelmed, meaning that ordinary 

services such as fire, police, utilities, and transportation will be taxed beyond their abilities, 

leaving the general public to care for themselves for a minimum of 72 hours.  

 

Concept of Operations 

 Emergencies happen every day, when events surpass the city’s ability to respond, there is a plan 

for asking for assistance from other jurisdictions.  This is called mutual aid.  Some events are too 

big for even mutual aid to address and require that people work together to respond to the impacts 

of the disaster without the benefit of ordinary services. 

 If the event is serious enough to warrant the use of the Mayor’s “Emergency Powers” he/she has 

the authority to declare a “Civil Emergency”.  This is important as it signals to the Public Sector, 

County, State and Federal Government that we need help.   

 The State can then request assistance from the Governor. 

 If the Governor is requesting federal assistance, the City must complete an “Initial Damage 

Assessment”, which requires input from all public and private stakeholders. 

  
Direction and Control 

Field Operations:   

 The type of disaster and impact will determine which City Department will be in charge of the 

response.  For example if an earthquake causes massive fires, the Fire Department would be the 

primary response agency.  Other Departments would support their efforts, but they would be in 

charge of the response as long as putting out the fires is considered the highest priority.  When the 

priority changes, for example, from fighting fires to controlling flooding, the Fire Department 

would relinquish its role as the primary responder and Public Utility would take the lead.   

 The Department that is the primary responder is responsible for: 

o Reporting out on the current situation 

o Requesting notifications be made to key stakeholders 

o Taking steps to isolate the area. 

o Responding to the situation 

 If the situation requires multiple response agencies, it is the responsibility of the primary response 

Department to decide: 

o Who else is needed 

o The role of each responder 

o The force levels & type of equipment needed 
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o Who responders are suppose to report to 

o How (route) to get to the scene 

o Other information on conditions or precautions that should be taken 

 

In a large incident where portions of the city become isolated and radio/TV communications are 

disrupted, it may take time to get the Emergency Operating Center operational because those who staff it 

may have difficulty physically getting to the site. Until the Emergency Operating Center is activated, 

Area Commands will be established by the first responders in the field.  

 

Dispatch and Department Operating Centers 

All of the City’s Operational Departments and some outside support agencies have dispatch centers or 

Department Operating Centers (DOC).  Normally they are used to dispatch and support field workers.  In 

a disaster these centers are responsible for similar actions as well as implementing their emergency 

protocols for: 

 Notification of key officials 

 Call out of “off-duty” personnel and shift adjustments to accommodate extended workforce needs 

 Dispatching specialized teams 

 Alerting other agencies of impending dangers that could affect their resources. 

 Supporting other requests from Senior Officials 

 Keeping key personnel informed 

 

When activated the EOC becomes the City’s central headquarters for coordinating information and 

resources, policy making and action planning.  The specific Goals and Objectives of the Emergency 

Operation Center will be determined by the type of event and be developed by the Department designated 

as the primary responser.  Some basic goals will guide the operation in the early phases of response.  

They include: 

 Personal Safety of emergency responders and city employees 

 Saving and protecting the greatest number of people who are at risk 

 Saving and protecting as many residential, business and industrial properties as possible 

 Saving and protecting as much vital infrastructures as possible 

 Restraining the spread of environmental damage 

 Minimizing human hardship and economic interruptions 

 

The baseline objectives include: 

 Determining if there is a need to use one or more of the Mayor’s Executive Powers 

 Coordinating specific warnings and emergency public information 

 Coordinating City damage assessment 

 Keep track of emergency costs to support  future recovery efforts 

 Coordinating Continuity of Government & Continuity of Operations 

 Overseeing effective use and allocation of resources 

 Identifying needs that go beyond City’s capacity 

 Orchestrating Recovery Plans 

 

Disasters can overwhelm daily operational capabilities therefore the plan relies on the people of Seattle to 

work cooperatively to reduce the demand for services in the immediate aftermath of a disaster.   
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Seattle has several programs that actively engage citizens in disaster preparations, including, Seattle 

Neighborhoods Actively Prepared (SNAP), Community 

Emergency Response Teams (CERT), and Community 

Communications Hubs.  More information on these programs 

can be found at www.seattle.gov/emergency.  The Preparedness 

Triangle pictured in Figure 1 highlights the importance of 

preparedness in the city’s Disaster Response and Readiness Plan.  

The triangle illustrates how City Services rely on the 

preparedness of individuals, families and communities.  If not 

built from the bottom up, City efforts to respond in the aftermath 

of a major disaster will be unsuccessful. 

In addition to community engagement, the plan also lays out 

common responsibilities for City Departments and Offices in 

regards to preparedness.  They include, but are not limited to: 

 Ensuring department emergency preparedness plans are kept current 

 Provide department employees with individual and family preparedness training 

 Periodically test warning systems and procedures 

 Ensure adequate mutual aid and inter-local agreements are in place 

 Perform periodic “hazard hunts” to identify unsafe conditions and fix those safety hazards as 

quickly as possible. 

 

The Plan also identifies the responsibility of each City Department in the event of a major emergency or 

disaster.  To review the specific responsibilities of each City Department you can go to 

http://inweb/emergency/documents.htm 

Figure 1 – Preparedness Triangle 

http://www.seattle.gov/emergency
http://inweb/emergency/documents.htm

