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EMERGENCY
MANAGEMENT
PLANNING:
Are You Ready?
Pennsylvania improves readiness
with enterprise planning system

Moving Plans Out of Binders

“When the waters are rising, we don’t have time to look
through binders or call around to see who has the latest copy
of an emergency plan,” says Shane Woodmancy, emergency
management specialist for the Pennsylvania Emergency
Management Agency (PEMA).1 Woodmancy realized how
important it is to have mobile access to essential plans when
rising waters threatened large parts of his state in October 2016.2
Like Woodmancy, emergency managers everywhere know it is
critical to get up-to-date information into the hands of responding
personnel quickly. And with so many responders now carrying
agency-owned or personal mobile devices, the idea of lugging
boxes of paper plans to an incident site or command center seems
almost unthinkable. Expectations are increasing for emergency
management personnel to deploy resources effectively and make
timely, coordinated decisions in the field and in the emergency
operations center (EOC).
The traditional methods of paper-based planning can’t
meet these expectations and present significant challenges for
emergency planners. These challenges include:

Time-consuming and expensive processes
Developing and maintaining an emergency operations
plan (EOP) and its associated documents is a timeconsuming task for any public agency. Without an online
system that is accessible to all stakeholders, the planning
effort can be quite labor intensive and inefficient.
Staff must participate in meetings, track emails, and
keep abreast of who is doing what and when so that
planning activity stays on track.

Lack of staff and technology resources
In small municipalities, volunteers may fill emergency
management roles, with frequent turnover. These
volunteers may not have the same level of technology
resources or planning experience as professional
emergency management staff in larger communities.

Outdated information

Plans on file may be outdated due to the cumbersome effort
of distributing and reviewing revisions to paper plans.

Lack of consistent standards

When the content of a plan is not standardized, it is harder
to create, review and update. More importantly, a nonstandardized plan format makes it hard for responders to
quickly find vital information.

To address these limitations, emergency management agencies
are leveraging online systems to create, manage and access plans.

The Pennsylvania Solution:

An Online Emergency Planning System

As a state agency, PEMA supports the emergency planning
activity of 67 counties and more than 2,600 local governments,
as well as other state agencies, school districts and select private
businesses. PEMA uses Previstar CEMPlanner software to provide
a centralized, web-based system for local agencies to develop,
update, review, and securely store and access emergency plans.
PEMA offers the system at no charge to local emergency
planners. As of late 2016, more than 20,000 plans are stored in
the PEMA system, which has more than 4,000 authorized users.
CEMPlanner provides an automated review and approval
process. All plans are stored on Pennsylvania servers, which provide
24/7 availability to authorized planners and first responders across
the state. Mobile access to the central repository of plans is a
feature that has received positive feedback from system users.
“It’s an ‘aha!’ moment when people see they can access a
plan from their tablet or laptop,” says Jason Godin, emergency
management supervisor in the planning division of PEMA.3
County, municipal, school and other state agency planners
use the CEMPlanner software to easily create and update plans
and specify who is permitted to work on which portion of the
plan. The emergency planner can also add users who need to
participate in the plan’s review and approval process.
System users benefit from version control and content
locking features that help eliminate overlapping changes, which
create confusion and can lengthen review cycles. Features such
as discussion boards, instant messaging, a planning meeting
scheduler and task management tools help local agencies work
collaboratively, especially on regional or collaborative plans.
With Previstar’s help, PEMA created an “Express Plan”
template that reflects federal and state standards to help users

create consistent and complete plans. Express Plan is an optional
“Turbo Tax-type” approach to planning. Planners simply answer
questions presented by the system and their input creates the
plan as a formatted Microsoft Word document.
“Local planners can tailor the plans to local conditions and
concerns while the template makes sure they cover all important
plan elements,” says Woodmancy. “Tailoring the plan to the
conditions and risks of your area is key to understanding what
vulnerabilities you face.”
After a plan is developed or updated, the system
automatically manages the review process. “A local jurisdiction
may have many stakeholders interested in their emergency
plans who they don’t even recognize,” says Godin. “The
automated review process improves communication and helps
planners make sure no one is left out.”
Previstar’s CEMPlanner supports any type of structured
plan. In Pennsylvania, some K-12 districts use the PEMA system
to store emergency and safety plans for individual schools.
Operators of critical facilities such as day care centers may also
create and store their emergency plans in the PEMA system.
In addition to emergency plans, York County, Pa., uses
CEMPlanner to maintain incident action plans for large
annual events. “These event plans need just a few changes
each year, so it’s simple to go into the system and update
them, instead of reinventing the wheel each time,” says
Bill James, municipal planner in the York County Office of
Emergency Management.4

Accelerated Plan Reviews
for Critical Infrastructure

The Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection
(DEP) uses CEMPlanner to review and coordinate approvals of
emergency plans filed for 1,200 high-hazard dams in the state. The
approval process typically involves the dam owner, a consulting
engineer, the county emergency office, department staff and
PEMA. Completing this process for paper plans meant several
months and large postage costs for all parties.
Today, many dam owners use the CEMPlanner system to
create and update their plans, which greatly accelerates the
review and approval cycle. “If everyone is sitting at their desks,
we could probably review and approve a plan in a matter of
hours,” says Tom Bold, chief of the preparedness enforcement
section in the Division of Dam Safety for DEP.5 “For minor
changes that don’t need to go through a review, it’s easy to enter
them directly into the plans online.”
Centralized information also helps emergency personnel when
they respond to a dam overflow or breach. “The EOC can pull up the
emergency plan for that dam with confidence that they have the most
recent information and that the same document is being used by
everyone involved in the response,” says Bold.
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Better Plans for Better Response

The York County Office of Emergency Management works
with more than 50 local coordinators to develop and update
emergency plans. By moving those plans from paper to
the CEMPlanner system offered by PEMA, the county, local
townships and boroughs have seen several benefits.
The entire planning process is simpler because coordinators
can share their plan drafts and updates without having to meet
with other stakeholders in person. This advantage includes
automated sharing of plan documents in CEMPlanner with
county and state officials. The electronic access to plans and
CEMPlanner processes help local planners complete their
work in a timely manner, which wasn’t always the case when
exchanging and editing plans via email or current document
management solutions such as SharePoint.
Perhaps the biggest benefit is immediate accessibility to all
plans during an emergency situation. “All the plans associated
with our area are right at our fingertips in the system,” says
James. “We won’t need to rely on a physical EOC so much
anymore because mobile access to plans means we can
essentially create one on the hood of a car.”
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Agency Snapshots
Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency

PEMA leads emergency planning efforts across the
commonwealth, including development and approval
of state-mandated emergency plans.

York County, Pa.

Located in south-central Pennsylvania and home to
more than 440,000 citizens, York County encompasses
agricultural areas as well as manufacturing and business
facilities. The county seat is York City.

Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection
The Division of Dam Safety regulates the safety and
environmental compliance of private and public dams
and reservoirs throughout the commonwealth. This
responsibility includes review of emergency plans filed
by dam operators.

Best Practices for Other
State and Local Agencies

The emergency managers interviewed for this case study
recommend several best practices for gaining value from a
centralized emergency planning system.
		 Help users see the value of online planning.
“Sometimes the view among local coordinators is that
they already have a plan on the shelf, so why do the
extra work of transferring it to an online system? But the
municipalities really benefit by using the CEMPlanner
system to its fullest,” says James in York County. For
example, when plan stakeholders are assigned to the same
team in the system, they will automatically receive alerts
when plan changes need their review. “For most updates,
there’s no need to pull together a plan review meeting
anymore,” says James. PEMA has found that identifying
users who are enthusiastic about the system and will help
their peers is an effective way to encourage local adoption.
		 Deliver in-person training.
For PEMA, delivering in-person workshops is more effective
than conference calls or webinars for training local planners.
“In the workshops, we can make a personal connection with
the local coordinators and let them know we understand
their concerns because we live here too,” says Woodmancy.
Another beneficial outcome of these workshops is
identifying barriers that may exist in small communities,
such as the lack of a designated email account. PEMA also
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provides training to county staff on managing the plan
review and approval process, and performing administrative
tasks such as approving users.
		 Offer self-support resources for users.
PEMA staff encourages users to learn from support
documents posted in CEMPlanner, which include some usergenerated content. These resources reduce user questions
that must be handled by the system’s support staff.
		 Create templates.
The consistency of a template means that planners, reviewers
and responders always know what type of information should
be included in each section and attachment in a plan.
		 Consider other plan types.
After EOPs are in place, using CEMPlanner for other plan
types is easy because the development process is the
same for all plans. Look at other plans that could improve
preparedness and response capabilities if they were stored in
a centralized system.

Collaboration for
Immediate Action

An online system for creating and storing emergency plans is
about more than just the plans themselves. Ultimately, it’s about
enabling jurisdictions to communicate and collaborate more
easily, and to deliver a better response when those plans are put
into action.
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