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Summary
On Thursday, Sept. 28, 2006, a functional exercise was held to test the crisis and operational communications plans for avian and pandemic influenza from the Ohio departments of Health (ODH) and Agriculture (ODA) and the Ohio Emergency Management Agency (Ohio EMA).

Nearly 30 state-agency public information officers (PIOs) participated as players in the exercise. Additional staff from state and local agencies acted as evaluators, simulators and observers. In all, about 50 communications professionals who likely will participate in an actual pandemic influenza public information response took part in the exercise.

The exercise was conducted with two time stages. The first portion, lasting two hours, required PIOs to prepare for the announcement of lab results confirming highly pathogenic H5N1 in wild waterfowl in Ohio while responding to a separate outbreak of E. coli O157:H7 in children. The second segment shifted the day and time to the afternoon of the following day and added a severe weather event with multiple fatalities at an Ohio middle school as well as a possible human exposure to the H5N1-infected birds. These time segments were chosen for this functional exercise as they represent what is likely to be a high-activity and high-profile period for the communications staff.
In addition, the second segment of the exercise used a new group of PIOs; such a shift change has not been an objective in any recent functional or full-scale exercises in Ohio.
The shift from one event to another required the PIO team to shift focus and leadership while maintaining an effective operation. The primary tool used for such a complex task is a joint information center (JIC). During both exercise stages, PIOs competently operated a JIC as delineated in the various communication plans.

There were six objectives of the exercise.
1. Communication leadership from affected agencies should activate a joint information center within one half-hour of notification of emergency.

2. JIC staff should notify agency leadership and media of JIC status within one half-hour of JIC activation; at that time, staff should be prepared to operate a media telephone line to provide information to reporters.

3. Within two hours of notification of emergency, JIC staff should conduct a news conference about the event and subsequent briefings in a timely way.

4. JIC leadership should maintain effective staff and information management according to the Ohio EMA communication plan throughout the operation.

5. JIC staff should prepare written products for release that are accurate, well-written and approved using standing protocol in a timely and consistent manner during JIC operation. 

6. JIC staff should effectively orient and brief incoming players to the exercise.

Section 1: Exercise Overview
Exercise details
In summer 2005, communications staff from the Ohio departments of Health (ODH) and Agriculture (ODA), the Ohio Emergency Management Agency (Ohio EMA) and the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency (Ohio EPA) began formalized work to update strategic and operational communications plans. These plans included Ohio EMA’s overall crisis communication plan; Emergency Support Function (ESF) – 15 Public Affairs of the State of Ohio Emergency Operations Plan; and the Ohio Homeland Security crisis communications plan.
By winter, the workgroup determined an exercise to test the plans should be conducted. About this same time, the White House directed the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) to institute planning and preparations for pandemic influenza. One activity ultimately proposed in HHS guidance to states was to conduct exercises to test pandemic influenza plans. 
In order to enable the largest number of player-participants, the group agreed to have ODH lead in the design of the exercise while the remainder of the group and other state agency PIOs would act as players.

ODH staff launched a 120-day period to operationalize its existing strategic pandemic influenza response plan in December 2005. Because communication is one of the pillars of the national strategy and is recognized as a crucial tool during a pandemic, extensive work was done during this time to incorporate ODH’s existing crisis communication plan into the Ohio Department of Health Pandemic Influenza Preparedness and Response Plan.
At the conclusion of that planning period, work began on the design of the exercise. Early drafts were reviewed for medical plausibility and appropriateness to a functional communications exercise. In August 2006, PIOs from most state agencies attended an orientation session at Ohio EMA. Each PIO was provided with the new drafts of Ohio EMA’s crisis communication plan and the newly written JIC operations manual. 
Several of the PIOs had participated in Ohio EMA’s JIC in the past, either as part of a nuclear power plant exercise or real-world severe weather event. For those who had not, an orientation of the facility was conducted.

Players in the exercise were not informed beforehand there was to be a shift change in the exercise. In the week prior to the exercise, each person was contacted individually and given instruction when to arrive. The first shift was to arrive at 8:30 a.m. for orientation; the second shift at 11:15 a.m.

The exercise began at 8:45 a.m. on Thursday, Sept. 28 with a 15-minute PowerPoint presentation outlining the reasons for the exercise, various terms related to exercises, identification of roles, logistics for the exercise and its objectives and the exercise scenario. This presentation was immediately followed by the first inject to the exercise.
Exercise structure
As with other functional exercises, messages were submitted to players from the simulation cell (SimCell). The number of players in each shift required moving from Ohio EMA’s designated JIC room to a larger room; the SimCell for the exercise was located in the designated JIC. Four phones were set up in each room to provide most message injects. A controller was located in the SimCell and one of the evaluators watching the players would provide the SimCell additional feedback upon which to gauge the pace of the exercise.
Exercise name

State of Ohio Public Information Officer / Joint Information Center Pandemic Influenza Functional Exercise

Duration and date

Thursday, Sept. 28, 2006 from 8:45 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.

Sponsor

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention require pandemic influenza exercises as part of grant fulfillment.

Type of exercise

Functional

Funding source

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Program

Pandemic influenza preparedness

Focus

Respond
Classification

Unclassified

Scenario

Biological

Location

Ohio Emergency Management Agency, Columbus, Ohio

Participating (sponsoring) organizations

Ohio Department of Health, Ohio Emergency Management Agency

Exercise participants

Participants (players and non-players) in the exercise included PIOs or communication staff from various state and local agencies including:

	· Athens County Health Department

· Butler County Health Department
· Clark County Emergency Management Agency
· Cleveland City Health Department

· Combined General Health District of Montgomery County
· Franklin County Board of Health

· Governor of the State of Ohio

· Lake County Health Department

· Ohio Department of Health

· Ohio Emergency Management Agency

· Ohio Department of Agriculture

· Ohio Department of Education
	· Ohio Department of Public Safety

· Ohio Department of Transportation

· Ohio Department of Natural Resources

· Ohio Department of Mental Health

· Ohio Environmental Protection Agency

· Ohio Attorney General

· Ohio Department of Commerce

· Ohio Rail Development Commission

· Ohio Channel

· Preble County Health Department

· Public Utilities Commission of Ohio

· The Ohio State University


Number of participants
Players

24

Evaluators
 7

Simulators
 6

Observers
11

Controller 
  1

Exercise design

Primary exercise and scenario design, Bret Atkins, Ohio Department of Health

Evaluative components, Iris Velasco and Stephanie Taylor, The Ohio State University School of Public Health
Exercise components
JIC activation – Response partners and media should be informed when the JIC is activated and able to gather, confirm, process and release information about the event. Activation should be done in a timely manner.

Written products – JIC staff should quickly and effectively produce accurate and useful written information and recommendations regarding the event. These products include advisories (announcements about upcoming events), news releases, fact sheets and statements.

VIP arrival – Events of significance may pique the interest of high-ranking elected officials. These VIPs should be briefed as per the Ohio EMA communications plan.

News interviews – Providing information to reporters can be done during news conferences or frequent telephone calls to the JIC. Staff should be given information to share with reporters during the long stretches of time between news conferences/briefings.

Media monitoring – Ensuring the information released by the JIC to reporters is printed or broadcast correctly is crucial, as the public relies on media for nearly all information received about the event. 

News conferences/news briefings – Generally, news conferences are defined as initial announcements of significant information or significant changes to information. News briefings are the vehicle to provide less significant updates or recaps to the existing information about an event.

In addition, recognizing the likelihood of multiple events occurring during the duration of a pandemic, this exercise contained (in addition to the high-path H5N1 announcement) information arcs about an outbreak of E. coli O157:H7 sickening a dozen children, possible human exposure to H5N1-infected waterfowl and the deaths of five children due to a tornado and building collapse.
Exercise evaluation

There were six evaluators each assigned to exercise objectives and one floating evaluator. Each was given a chronological listing of expected actions in a checklist format containing “Met,” “Partially Met,” and “Not Met” columns along with a comments section. Objectives 1, 2 and 3 were simple objectives and objectives 4, 5 and 6 were complex. Each of the seven evaluators reviewed actions for the complex objectives while two evaluators were assigned to each simple objective.
Evaluators assigned to review how the briefing room (Room 204) was prepared followed the players and observed their actions. Others remained in Room 104, the room used as the JIC during the exercise.

On the following day (Sept. 29, 2006), all evaluators and the controller met to debrief. Their summary decisions are the basis for the conclusions on this exercise.

Section 2: Exercise Goals and Objectives

Goals

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s Target Capabilities List (August 2006) defines the Emergency Public Information and Warning (successful) Outcome as: “Government agencies and public and private sectors receive and transmit coordinated, prompt, useful, and reliable information regarding threats to their health, safety, and property, through clear, consistent information delivery systems. This information is updated regularly and outlines protective measures that can be taken by individuals and their communities.”

· The goal of this exercise was to test the effectiveness and completeness of the existing crisis and operational communications plans of Ohio EMA, ODH and ODA in regards to pandemic influenza.
· The goal of an effective JIC and communications operation is to gather, verify, coordinate and disseminate crucial public health information during a crisis.
Objectives

There were six objectives of the exercise.
Simple

1. Communication leadership from affected agencies should activate a joint information center within one half-hour of notification of emergency.

2. JIC staff should notify agency leadership and media of JIC status within one half-hour of JIC activation; at that time, staff should be prepared to operate a media telephone line to provide information to reporters.

3. Within two hours of notification of emergency, JIC staff should conduct a news conference about the event and subsequent briefings in a timely way.
Complex

4. JIC leadership should maintain effective staff and information management according to the Ohio EMA communication plan throughout the operation.

5. JIC staff should prepare written products for release that are accurate, well-written and approved using standing protocol in a timely and consistent manner during JIC operation. 

6. JIC staff should effectively orient and brief incoming players to the exercise.

Section 3: Exercise Events Synopsis

Pre-exercise scenario
The following information was provided to players just before the exercise began. Additional information elaborating on these facts was provided as injects during the early portions of the exercise.
	Human cases of highly pathogenic H5N1 avian influenza have been reported in several Asian and European countries. The World Health Organization reports the number of cases exceeds 200 with the fatality rate to humans contracting the disease at about 50 percent. To date, there have been no cases of Asian strain H5N1 in birds or humans in the United States. 

	

	Thursday

	In early April, the Thursday before Easter, Mrs. Fredrick’s first-grade class visits the Rolling Ridge Ranch and Animal Park in Millersburg, in Holmes County. There, the children from her class and other field-trip groups enjoy the horse-drawn wagon tour and the petting zoo. The ducklings, chicks, calves and bunnies are the favorite attractions. Young children and adults alike enjoy the unseasonably warm weather with highs in the upper 70s. A cold front in the coming days is expected to cool the temperature significantly.

	

	Monday

	On the Monday after Easter, 12 of the children who were on the field trip begin to show signs of illness, including diarrhea. One mother takes her child to the family doctor and is told if the child isn’t better the next day, to go to the hospital and call the doctor. 

	

	Tuesday

	Three children and their parents arrive at the Pomerene Hospital in Millersburg early in the day. The children suffer from diarrhea and abdominal cramping. Specimens are taken to the hospital lab for tests. 

	

	Another lab, the Animal Disease Diagnostic Laboratory at the Ohio Department of Agriculture (ODA) completes routine surveillance testing for Exotic Newcastle Disease and Avian Influenza on samples from dead waterfowl brought in the previous day from a rural area in Holmes County.

	

	Wednesday

	The samples from the ODA lab were forwarded yesterday to the National Veterinary Services Laboratory (NVSL) in Ames, Iowa for confirmation.   NVSL is nearly complete with its testing at the end of the business day.

	

	Thursday morning

	On his arrival to the office Thursday morning, the state veterinarian, Dr. Forshey of ODA receives information from the U.S. Department of Agriculture the Holmes County waterfowl have been confirmed by NVSL to be infected with Asian strain, highly pathogenic H5N1. USDA will issue a statement at the Iowa lab 10 a.m. Dr. Forshey immediately notifies Director Dailey of ODA. By 8:30 a.m., the information has been routed to the governor’s office and directors Morckel, Dragani and Baird of Public Safety, Ohio EMA and Health.


Exercise Major Actions

Although the master scenario events list (MSEL) provides all message injects and expected actions of the exercise, the following chart outlines the major actions that occurred in the exercise.
	Time (approx.)
	Observed Action

	9:05 a.m.
	Quick determination that two events were occurring – highly pathogenic H5N1 and an unrelated outbreak of E. coli O157:H7

	9:10 a.m.
	Work begins on a news release about H5N1

	9:20 a.m.
	Briefing room being prepared

	9:20 a.m.
	First of periodic staff briefings on job assignments and information updates

	9:20 a.m.
	When queried, ODA confirmed as lead agency

	9:30 a.m.
	Phone staff assigned, freeing up SME PIOs to stay off phones

	9:40 a.m.
	Staff discussion as to what should be contained in media advisory

	9:50 a.m.
	Decision to post all information on ohiopandemicflu.gov Web site

	9:55 a.m.
	Phone staff inquires as to what information can be released before news conference

	10 a.m.
	Additional job roles identified and assigned

	10 a.m.
	Support material on E. coli O157:H7 faxed to local health department

	10:05 a.m.
	H5N1 story found on Iowa newspaper Web site

	10:10 a.m.
	Final approvals to media advisory document

	10:15 a.m.
	H5N1 media advisory faxed to Holmes County local health department

	10:20 a.m.
	H5N1 media advisory faxed to media

	10:30 a.m.
	H5N1 media advisory faxed to all other local health departments and county EMAs

	10:35 a.m.
	Location identified and announced for copies of all written documents produced

	10:40 a.m.
	VIP arrives and is briefed on activities but not escorted to news conference

	10:45 a.m.
	Information from USDA news conference is shared with JIC staff

	10:50 a.m.
	Inquiry as to exactly what emergency declaration was requested by ODA

	10:55 a.m.
	News release receives final approval from governor’s office

	11:10 a.m.
	News conference began

	11:20 a.m.
	News release about H5N1 faxed to media

	11:25 a.m.
	News conference and staff debrief ends 

	11:30 a.m.
	Change of shifts began

	11:50 a.m.
	Weather information inject; lead role of Ohio EMA discussed

	11:55 a.m.
	Staff is informed of possible human exposure to H5N1

	12:00 p.m.
	Staff assigned to monitor weather upon hearing of tornado touchdown

	12:10 p.m.
	Staff kept informed with announcement of latest weather update

	12:10 p.m.
	Fact sheet on agricultural quarantine faxed to ODH and the governor’s office

	12:20 p.m.
	Media advisory about next briefing faxed to reporters

	12:25 p.m.
	Staff confirmed media reports of tornado fatalities with county EMA

	12:30 p.m.
	Decision to make tornadoes main topic of upcoming news briefing

	12:35 p.m.
	Clark County EMA confirms local state of emergency declared

	12:55 p.m.
	Exercise ends
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