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Dedication 

 

Convincing people of the need to be prepared for an emergency before it 

occurs is often difficult, particularly if they have never experienced a major 

disaster or traumatic event.  Unfortunately the human condition often 

requires that personal experience is required before the need is clearly 

understood.  Some people however do understand the need for preparedness 

and one such person was Richard (Rick) C. Rescorla.    

 

Rescorla held the position of Vice President - Security at Morgan-

Stanley/Dean-Witter who were the largest tenant in Tower 2 of the World 

Trade Centre in New York  

 

Rescorla had a very clear understanding of the need for forward planning 

following his previous military service and he held very strong convictions 

about preparation and the need to practice plans regularly.  Because of this 

Rescorla had prepared detailed emergency evacuation plans for his company 

which he had insisted the staff practise regularly, much to the displeasure of 

many who thought he was mad.    On September 11th, 2001, following the 

impact of the first plane into Tower 1 of the World Trade Centre, Rescorla 

enacted his evacuation plans and because of his foresight, his strong belief in 

being prepared, and the practices regularly undertaken, 2700 of his company‟s 

staff had been evacuated to a safe location before Tower 2 collapsed.   Sadly, 

Rescorla lost his own life as he had returned to assist others in the building.  

(Wikipedia, 2009) 

 

 

Rescorla‟s example is something that the author believes should not be 

forgotten and consequently Rick Rescorla is prominently remembered within 

the University of Canterbury‟s newly completed Emergency Operations Centre.    

 

 

Cover Image:  Emergency Operations Centre 

   University of Canterbury 

   (Photo: C Hawker – October 2009) 
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The Journey Towards 

Emergency Preparedness: 

 
The development and utilisation of an Emergency Operations Centre for a 

large tertiary education institution 

 

Abstract 

 
Tertiary education institutions are a microcosm of society as a whole and as 

such, they must deal with not just the issues of educational development but 

also with all the other issues prevalent in any large community.   One of the 

most important of these is the safety and security of the community as a whole. 

 

To be prepared to deal with any event or critical incident should be a high 

priority for any institution and the development of emergency preparedness 

and business continuity plans are critical first steps towards being able to 

respond effectively when a crisis occurs. 

 

Once developed, these plans must be tested, refined and reinforced on an 

ongoing basis, as even the most carefully thought out plan is of little use if no 

one knows its content, or if they have forgotten the actions necessary. 

 
As important as the plan is, on it‟s own it will achieve little without a team of 

trained people who are tasked with implementing it and adapting the 

response as required by the situation. 

  
To be effective, responders must have a working knowledge of the plan and 

have ready access to facilities and equipment to support their response. 

 
This project focuses on one important component of that response, this being 

the provision of a base of operations, commonly referred to as an Emergency 

Operations Centre (EOC) as a part of overall emergency preparedness and 

it documents the development of a new Centre at the University of Canterbury. 
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“One of the greatest assets an organisation can have is the agility 

to survive unexpected crisis and to find opportunity to thrive in 

the face of potentially terminal events”.  (Varg0. J, 2010) 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 
This paper has been written as a component of the Graduate Diploma in 

Emergency Management and fulfils the requirements of 130.703 - Project in 

Emergency Management. 

 

This paper specifically details the perceived need for, and the consequential 

development and utilisation of a dedicated Emergency Operations Centre on 

the University of Canterbury (UC) campus, as an important component of the 

University‟s emergency preparedness programme. 

 

2.0 Background 

 

In mid 2006, the Chief Operating Officer (COO) of the University of 

Canterbury (UC), after consultation with a number of senior staff, expressed 

concern that the University‟s emergency preparedness was insufficient for the 

needs of the institution.  The COO‟s solution was to direct two staff within the 

University (UC‟s Policy & Risk Manager Jacqui Lyttle & the author) to review 

the existing emergency management plan, identify the deficiencies, and to 

update the plan to a level sufficient for the institution‟s needs. 

 

Initially this task was approached understanding that within the University of 

Canterbury there were a considerable number of staff who were highly 

qualified in both the natural hazards field and more pertinently, staff who 

were actively engaged in active research into the development of resilient 

organisations.   With that research focus and those staff available for 

consultation, Lyttle and the author believed that the University‟s level of 

practical operational preparedness, both in emergency response and business 

continuity planning, needed to be of a high level. 

 

A complete review of the University‟s emergency preparedness followed and 

the view was reached that the existing plans were not structured in a manner 

which would support a coordinated response across the University, were 
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confusing in many aspects, and that the level of communication and education 

about emergency preparedness was seriously deficient. 

  

It was resolved that a completely new plan was required and that the critical 

components in any response needed to be identified, structures and systems 

created, and communication and education processes developed.   

 

Those recommendations were peer reviewed by Kestrel Group who specialise 

in risk, business continuity and emergency management planning.   Kestrel 

concurred with the recommendations reached and prepared a report which 

highlighted key areas that the University needed to focus on as we moved 

forward with the development of a new plan.   

 

3.0 Moving Forward 

 

During the research phase into the development of the new plan, the issue of a 

response management location was discussed.    Nationally there was only one 

institution that had developed a level of preparedness sufficient to attract our 

serious attention and a site visit to Victoria University of Wellington (VUW) 

was undertaken to review that institution‟s approach and to inspect their 

facilities. 

 

During the visit it was clear that to a very large degree, the progress VUW had 

achieved, both with their emergency management preparedness and their 

development of an EOC, was largely due to the importance placed on the 

subject by a small number of key people.    VUW‟s EOC had been created in a 

70 square metre space in a basement area because this was the only way their 

staff could develop an EOC as the need for a facility had not been understood 

and approval for it was  slow in coming. 

 

The information willingly supplied and the support offered by David Povey, 

Roy Bridge and the staff at VUW were of significant assistance to us as we 

moved forward with the development of UC‟s Emergency Response Plan and 

the subsequent development of UC‟s EOC.    
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Over the following eighteen months the UC Emergency Response Plan was 

developed and refined.  As the plan approached completion, the question of 

whether a dedicated EOC was really required was further debated. 

 

4.0 Understanding Needs 

 

When the author began to consider the potential issues that could arise during 

the management of a critical incident and how a dedicated EOC might provide 

assistance in solving those, attention was given to past experiences both 

within New Zealand and internationally to help understand what those issues 

might be and how they have been dealt with in the past. 

 

Some of the first resources accessed during the initial development of the 

University‟s emergency response plan were provided by California State 

University – Northridge (CSUN) which detailed the effects on that institution 

following the 1994 Northridge earthquake.   One of the key resources accessed 

was the video “Academic Aftershocks” (Design Media Inc, 1995) and in that 

presentation, CSUN‟s President Blenda Wilson stated that, “the management 

style that one uses in a disaster like this is surely more like the military than 

it is like a university”.    Within the context in which Wilson made that 

statement, the author developed an understanding that following a large scale 

event, the decision making process and the support structures around the 

people who would need to make those decisions, would need to change quickly. 

Creating an environment which would support that change and to provide the 

key decision makers with the support systems and resources necessary was 

therefore critical to achieving an effective response.    

 

Further information was sourced from a New Zealand perspective in the paper 

“Organisational Response to a Volcanic Eruption” (Paton et al 1998). 

 

In this paper the issues surrounding the organisational response of a large 

number of different organisations were surveyed following the response to the 

multiple eruptions of Mt Ruapehu between September and November 1995.   

The purpose of the study was to ascertain where those organisations believed 

their own weaknesses occurred during the response, and to discuss options for 

resolving those in the future.  Although the context of this study was to review 

a substantial natural hazard event affecting large areas of the Central North 
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Island, many of the key issues could potentially occur within the University 

during a major event, although on a significantly smaller scale. 

 

 

Key issues identified included; 

 

 Lack of responsibility for co-ordination (p.6) 

 Inadequate communication with other organisations (p.8) 

 Lack of appropriately trained personnel (p.9) 

 Management issues (p.10)  

 Media problems (p.10) and; 

 Inadequate communication with the community (p.11) 

 

It was the author‟s belief that each of these challenges could be dealt with 

effectively by a coordinated team effort (as had already been defined and 

developed within the new emergency response plan) and by the provision of a 

facility to ensure that all the resources necessary would be available when 

required. 

 

A number of international institutions were also researched and a 

considerable number have either developed their own dedicated facilities or 

have semi prepared facilities available for use at short notice.   The decisions 

of two US universities researched have been specifically detailed later in this 

paper.   

 

The question remained a fully dedicated facility, or a semi prepared option. 

 

Option 1. (fig. 1) and the only option available initially was clearly the use of an 

existing meeting facility within the University.  A number of locations were 

considered, however the fundamental problem with utilising a space normally 

used for other functions was that in most instances, when it was required it 

could already be in use. 
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Figure 1 Option 1 - Meeting Room  - “In Use”.    

  (Photo:  C Hawker, September 2009) 

 
During this discussion the author created an estimated minimum timeline to 

achieve a change-over from existing occupied meeting space into a fully 

operational EOC and this is detailed in the following table. 

 

 

Table 1     Estimated timeline for full activation of a temporary EOC 

Task Time to complete Running Total 

Vacate current occupiers from 

the facility, notify response staff, 

assemble on site  

15 Minutes 15 Minutes 

Locate necessary equipment and 

stores 

10 Minutes 25 Minutes 

Install computers & telephones  15 Minutes 40 Minutes  

Briefing of the response team 5 Minutes 45 Minutes 

EOC Operational  45 Minutes 

 

It should be noted that decisions would have been made and actions taken 

before the EOC was functioning and the chart above only details the timeline 

for activation of the facility and not a timeline of response actions. 
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A slowly developing situation such as a flood or pandemic would allow the 

luxury of time to prepare but with a sudden event such as a major fire or an 

earthquake, 45 minutes would be time that could be critical to both the actual 

and the perceived response by the University community and the general 

public who will ultimately judge the University on how timely and effectively 

that response was.     

 

The protection of life should always be the primary consideration in any 

emergency planning, but protection of the organisation‟s reputation also 

needs to be considered as reputations can be made or lost by the quality of the 

response to any given event.  One only has to review criticism levelled at the 

New Zealand Ministry of Civil Defence over the perceived inadequacy of its 

public information following the magnitude 8.0 earthquake near Samoa and 

the subsequent tsunami warnings, or lack there of, on 29 September 2009 

which prompted a subsequent independent review of the response.   (NZ Govt, 

2009) 

 

The question however, remained, was option 1 sufficient or should the second 

option of a dedicated EOC be developed?   After some subsequent issues were 

considered, the decision was made to progress the development of a dedicated  

facility. 

 
Some of the those considerations included; 

 
4.1 Responsibility to the university community 

 

The University of Canterbury is a large community in its own right and has 

both legal and moral responsibilities for the safety of its people.   With a 

campus comprising 87 hectares of land, in excess of 100 buildings and serving 

as the academic home for 19,491 students and 1,672 staff (UC 2009),  the 

University has similar safety and security risks as any other large open 

community. The University also faces substantial commercial risk if it is not 

able to respond quickly and effectively to a situation which could seriously 

jeopardise business continuity. 

 

Examples of legislation requiring the University to take appropriate actions 

for the prevention of harm include; 
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 Health and Safety in Employment Act 1992 (HSE)  

(NZ GOVT 1992) 

 Hazardous Substances and New Organisms Act 1996 (HSNO) (NZ GOVT 

1996) 

 Fire Service Act 1975 

(NZ GOVT 1975) 

 
4.2 Responsibility to the City of Christchurch 

 
The University of Canterbury holds a formal responsibility to the City of 

Christchurch as a designated Sector Post within the Civil Defence Emergency 

Management Structure (Fig. 2), specifically tasked with ensuring the safety of 

the University Community.    

 
Although the University‟s primary responsibility is to its own community, it is 

however understood that during a time of major crisis such as a substantial 

earthquake, the University campus could be viewed by people in the 

surrounding residential area as being a place where assistance might be 

available and this would have to be dealt with if it were to occur. 

 

 

Figure 2 Christchurch City Council Emergency Management Structure  

  (CCC 2006)  
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4.3 The Need for a “Base of Operations” for emergency management on 

campus 

 

Until mid 2006, emergency preparedness on campus was centred in the office 

of the Health and Safety Manager.   With the decision to develop and extend 

the University‟s capability in this area, it was decided that a centre would give 

the newly constituted team a home to operate from for both actual response 

and for regular ongoing training. 

 

4.4 An understanding of the  purpose of an EOC  

An emergency operations centre, or EOC, is a central command and control 

facility responsible for carrying out the principles of emergency 

preparedness and emergency management, or disaster management 

functions at a strategic level in an emergency situation, and ensuring the 

continuity of operation of a company, political subdivision or other 

organization. 

An EOC is responsible for the strategic overview, or "big picture", of the 

disaster, and does not normally directly control field assets, instead making 

operational decisions and leaving tactical decisions to lower commands. The 

common functions of all EOC's is to collect, gather and analyze data; make 

decisions that protect life and property, maintain continuity of the 

organization, within the scope of applicable laws; and disseminate those 

decisions to all concerned agencies and individuals.   (Wikipedia 2009) 

In the context of a University, an EOC is the location where the designated 

staff of the institution gathers during an emergency to coordinate both the 

operational and strategic response, and to manage the subsequent recovery 

process.  

 

4.5 A growing understanding of the not so obvious  

 

One of the issues that often surfaces during a critical incident or emergency 

event, especially when it is either prolonged or complicated, is the potential 

for stress among the management staff and responders. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergency_preparedness
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergency_preparedness
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergency_management
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disaster_management
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In the paper “Resilience in Emergency Management: Managing the Flood” 

(Paton, D. & Auld, T, 2006), the authors state, “When disaster strikes, 

responsibility for the management of the consequences falls to the emergency 

management agencies and the professional and volunteer personnel that 

staff them.   Their performance in this capacity takes place against a 

backdrop of challenging and dynamic consequences whose nature exceeds 

the capacity of the resources available to manage them.  Resilience, under 

these circumstances depends on their capacity to make choices regarding the 

allocation of resources to ameliorate anticipated and emergent demands, 

while working with others to determine how best to action these decisions.  

Furthermore, they have to perform these tasks under highly stressful 

circumstances …..” (Paton, D 2003) 

 

In a substantial number of Universities worldwide, the majority of key staff 

tasked with managing critical events are unlikely to be fully trained 

professionals in the field of emergency management, or solely dedicated to 

that role.  Further, because of the nature and complexity of the campus 

environment, the range and number of people who may be required to 

respond makes it extremely difficult to provide a sufficient level of training to 

the majority so the key response staff tend to be a small group of executive and 

senior staff who have had some degree of experience and/or training. 

 

In a major crisis event, such as a high magnitude earthquake, emergency 

services and civil defence authorities will be stretched to capacity and it is 

highly likely that for an uncertain period, the university might well have to 

cope alone.  Stress then becomes a major factor to be considered and in this 

situation a dedicated EOC with the equipment, stores and services required to 

support the team could make a substantial difference towards mitigating 

stress by providing a familiar environment and a personnel support structure 

built around that facility.  

 

4.6 Business Continuity and Recovery 

 

Following a major incident, emergency response rapidly gives way to the 

recovery process and the EOC can provide the base for a recovery team for a 

considerable period of time if UC experienced a long term event similar to the 

1994 Northridge Earthquake which damaged California State University‟s 
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Northridge campus so severely it took until August 2007 to fully complete the 

rebuilding project.    Many of the Northridge campus‟s buildings were severely 

damaged (fig. 3) and most of the buildings were unusable for a considerable 

period of time.   

 

 

Figure 3 Exterior Damage to California State University – Northridge‟s 

Oviatt Library following the 1994 6.7 magnitude Northridge 

earthquake. (Photo:  CSUN Archives) 

 

In an article published in 1999, (Davis, 1999) Davis discusses the “Business 

Continuity Challenge” and states “Organizations that do not rise to the 

business continuity management challenge are at risk of disruptions and 

failures that may significantly affect their ability to stay in business. For 

business and industry, that may mean lost revenues. For government, it may 

mean disruption of public services.  For anyone, that’s bad for business. 

 

On the brighter side, organizations who do succeed in preparing to manage 

emergency events will find that the effort expended will provide substantial 

benefits by enhancing their reputation and their ability to cope with all types 

of day-to-day incidents.  So what must an organization – your organization 

– do to successfully address natural, manmade hazards and other threats?  

In addition to contingency, continuity and consequence management 

planning, you must plan to establish and operate a Command Centre (or 
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series of Command Centers) equipped to manage all of your response and 

recovery plans, information, and resources” (Davis, 1999 -  page 11) 

 

Davis‟ opinion of the need for an EOC was along similar lines to the author‟s 

and served to reinforce the direction the University was heading.  

 

4.7 A location where teaching and research into the field of emergency 

management and response could be undertaken. 

 

Throughout this process, the concept of being part of an educational 

institution was kept in mind and the future possibilities for using the facility 

for both teaching and research was considered desirable and something that 

could be addressed once a facility had been developed.   (See also P. 38)  

 

4.8 International Benchmarking 

 

The next step was to look at International Best Practice to learn from the 

experiences of other institutions to see how EOC‟s had been developed 

overseas and how they operated.   Internationally, there were a number of 

examples of both dedicated and semi-dedicated facilities and these are 

detailed in the later research section of this paper. 

 

As work proceeded, the issue of where an EOC could be located was 

considered and work began to review options available. 

 
5.0 EOC Development Process 

 

A number of key issues were considered; 

 Availability 

 Structure 

 Location 

 Adaptability 

 Cost 
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5.1 Availability 

Availability within the current building stock was an overriding factor as the 

construction of a new facility would have been expensive and in the prevailing 

economic climate, unlikely to be supported.   

 

Consideration was given to a number of locations and after one false start, the 

decision was made to utilise a University owned house about to be vacated by 

an academic department which would then become surplus to current 

requirements.    

 

5.2 Structure  

 

The structure of the property (Fig. 4) was almost ideal as it was constructed 

with timber framing, weatherboard cladding and an iron roof.  The property 

also had a large garage on the site which would ultimately provide storage 

space for the UC Rescue team‟s emergency equipment.  It was noted that there 

were structural and maintenance issues which would be addressed when the 

property was adapted to the new requirements. 

 

 

Figure 4  EOC structure prior to renovation 

  (Photo: C Hawker, October 2007) 
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5.3 Location 

 

The location of the property provided independent street access as well as 

internal campus access.   The property was also located close enough to the 

centre of campus to be easily accessible without being at risk during an 

incident as it was located away from multi story buildings to avoid collateral 

damage from falling masonry during an earthquake, and discrete enough to be 

away from danger during a violent incident. 

 
5.4 Adaptability 

 
The current internal layout of the property, however, was not functionally 

appropriate.   Brick chimneys needed to be removed, the roof replaced and 

minor repairs were required to the external cladding.  Internal walls also 

needed „adjustment‟ to accommodate the new floor plan.  

 

 

Figure 5 UC EOC – Renovation underway 

  (Photo: C Hawker, October 2008) 

5.5 Cost 

 
The economics of any development are always a major consideration and this 

was no less so in this case.   As the property was already a UC asset and was in 

need of substantial repair no matter what it‟s intended use, the cost of 

repairing and adapting the property was funded by the Facilities Management 
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Department‟s maintenance budget.   Acceptance of the need to be prepared 

was the key driver in obtaining further capital budget allocation, however a 

good deal of effort was also made to use recycled furniture and equipment 

from across the University to keep the fit-out cost as low as possible.   

 

6.0 Testing the Theory 

 

As the author had little previous experience with the development of an EOC, 

“learning by doing” became an important part of the process. 

 

By this time key UC staff, who would be involved in any immediate response 

to a critical incident, had been trained in the New Zealand Coordinated 

Incident Management System (CIMS)   (MCDEM 2009). 

 

CIMS defines the structure of the response team and provides the specific 

details and requirements of each role within the management team.   When 

considering the internal layout required, decisions were made to adapt this to 

suit the institutional environment of the University but the basic CIMS 

structure remained.  With this agreed, a series of exercises were undertaken, 

both table top and full participatory, which allowed better understanding of 

the interactions between team members and what future facilities would be 

required to provide for the needs of the team. 

 

Two major exercises were held during this time, “All Shook Up” in July 2008 

and “Active Shooter” in November 2008.  EOC‟s were prepared in conference 

rooms for both these events and in both cases; the experience gained was both 

valuable and substantial in helping to define future needs. 

 

7.0 Research 

 

As noted previously, there was little by way of personal experience in EOC 

development on campus which could help to design the “ideal” structure so 

the Latin proverb, “A wise man learns by the mistakes of others, a fool by his 

own”, was adapted to become, a wise man learns by the experience of others. 
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A considerable amount of diverse information is available via the internet and 

there are numerous tertiary institutions that have provided details of their 

systems and facilities for public information.   An example of this material is 

found at Humboldt State University California. (Humboldt State University, 

2009)  

 

These avenues of research were used extensively during the early stages of 

concept development.  However, there is a limit to the value which can be 

gained from a distance and in February and March 2009, the author 

undertook a research trip to the United States. 

 

The main purpose of the trip was to visit specific institutions which had 

experienced critical incidents in the past and although the intention was to 

look at the wider aspects of their response and recovery, their use of 

Emergency Operations Centres on each campus was an important expected 

outcome of the study tour. 

 

Institutions visited and the events they dealt with are detailed in table 2. 

 

Table 2 Institutions Researched on Study Tour, United States, 

February / March, 2009. 

 

Institution Event Details 

California State 

University – 

Northridge campus 

(CSUN) 

1994 

Northridge 

Earthquake  

On January 17, 1994 a magnitude 6.7 

earthquake struck the Northridge area 

of Los Angeles.   CSUN suffered 

substantial structural damage but 

fortunately no loss of life. 

Louisiana State 

University, Baton 

Rouge (LSU) 

Hurricane 

Katrina 

On August 29, 2005 Hurricane 

Katrina made landfall on the south-

east Louisiana coast.  With the 

subsequent evacuation of coastal 

communities including New Orleans, 

LSU became the largest single triage 

and evacuation centre in Louisiana. 
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Institution Event Details 

University of New 

Orleans (UNO) 

Hurricane 

Katrina 

UNO suffered severely from flooding 

from Lake Pontchartrain and the 

adjacent break in the London Avenue 

Canal Levee during Hurricane 

Katrina.  The effect on UNO was 

dramatic and long term.  

Roanoke College, 

Salem, VA 

Staff Visit One of the key staff at Roanoke had 

presented at the Critical Incident 

Simulation the author attended in 

California and this was an 

opportunity to view the Roanoke 

campus and further discussions on 

emergency management. 

Virginia Tech (VT)  Shooting 

event 

April 16, 2007 saw the unthinkable 

happen with the shooting of 32 

students and staff and severe injuries 

to an additional 23 people.   

Clemson University, 

Clemson, SC 

Control site  

# 1 

Clemson was visited as one of two 

control group universities to review 

and compare the effects of experience 

by others on their own institution 

University of South 

Carolina, Columbia, 

SC (USC) 

Control site  

# 2 

As with Clemson, USC was a control 

group university. 

 

For the purposes of this project, two institutions are highlighted for their 

different approaches to the provisions of EOC‟s. 

 

8.0 California State University – Northridge Campus 

(CSUN) 

The Earthquake and Its Impacts 

“At 4:30 on the morning of January 17, 1994, some 10 million people in the 

Los Angeles region of southern California were awakened by the shaking of 
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an earthquake. The earthquake, named for its epicentre in the town of 

Northridge, was a magnitude 6.7 (M = 6.7) shock that proved to be the most 

costly earthquake in United States history. The shaking heavily damaged 

communities throughout the San Fernando Valley and Simi Valley, and their 

surrounding mountains north and west of Los Angeles, causing estimated 

losses of 20 billion dollars. Fifty-seven people died, more than 9,000 were 

injured, and more than 20,000 were displaced from their homes by the 

effects of the quake. Although moderate in size, the earthquake had immense 

impact on people and structures because it was centred directly beneath a 

heavily populated and built-up urban region. Thousands of buildings were 

significantly damaged, and more than 1,600 were later “red-tagged” as 

unsafe to enter. Another 7,300 buildings were restricted to limited entry 

(“yellow-tagged”), and many thousands of other structures incurred at least 

minor damage. The 10-20 seconds of strong shaking collapsed buildings, 

brought down freeway interchanges, and ruptured gas lines that exploded 

into fires. Fortuitously, the early morning timing of the earthquake spared 

many lives that otherwise might have been lost in collapsed parking 

buildings and on failed freeway structures”.  (USGS 2005) 

 

Figure 6 Memorial Plaque - California State University – Northridge 

campus (Photo:  C Hawker, February, 2009) 

 

CSUN‟s campus was extensively damaged by the earthquake and although 

there were no fatalities, their buildings suffered extensive damage, not just 

from the initial event but also from substantial aftershocks which made 

structural assessment of the damage extremely difficult.   (GeoScience World, 

1997) 

 

Once the extent of the damage had been understood, the staff at CSUN began 

the extensive task of recovery.  Because all the buildings on campus were 
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initially unusable, a new “temporary university” had to be created, initially 

with tents and then progressing to portable buildings. (Design Media, Inc, 

1995) 

 

The video “Academic Aftershocks” gives an excellent account of the problems 

CSUN faced and how they dealt with the challenges.    This can be viewed by 

accessing the University of Canterbury‟s website at; 

http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/emergency/academicaftershocks.shtml  

 

CSUN‟s approach to emergency preparedness and consequently their use of 

and EOC on campus has been honed by the experiences of 1994 and the 

subsequent recovery process. (Espinosa. K, pers.comm, 2009) 

  

CSUN has chosen to utilise a training room at the Physical Plant Management 

centre as the primary EOC with an alternative backup facility in the 

conference room at the University‟s Police department.   Their third option, 

which could be used in conjunction with either of the fixed EOC‟s, is a mobile 

command centre (fig. 7 and 8) 

 

Figure 7  CSUN‟s Mobile Command Centre 

(Photo: C Hawker, February 2009) 

http://www.canterbury.ac.nz/emergency/academicaftershocks.shtml
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Figure 8  Internal View – CSUN‟s Mobile Command Centre 

(Photo:  C hawker, February 2009) 

 

CSUN has defined the use criteria for activation of their centres as follows; 

“Campus Emergency Operations Centre (EOC): 

Emergency Operations Org Chart 

In the event of an emergency the Emergency Operations Centre (EOC) is 

activated to manage and coordinate resources and personnel to make 

decisions and coordinate the flow of information and strategy required to 

deal effectively with an emergency.  

1.0 The EOC is where campus emergency management staff are deployed to 

coordinate the response to an emergency event impacting the campus, 

the deployment of campus emergency response teams, and any requests 

from or to the City/County EOC’s, if needed. 

2.0 The EOP (Emergency Operations Plan) provides guidelines for the 

management and response to the disaster situation. All status reports 

and requests for assistance are forwarded to the EOC from Departments. 

3.0 The EOC is the central command and coordination point for disaster 

response. 

 

 

http://www-admn.csun.edu/publicsafety/emergency/eoc_orgchart.doc
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THE CRITERIA FOR ACTIVATION OF THE EOC IS: 

1.0 Resources beyond University capabilities are required. 

2.0 The Emergency will be of long duration. 

3.0 Major policy decisions will or may be required. 

4.0 Local or stated emergency is declared. 

5.0 Activation of the EOC will be advantageous to the successful 

management of the emergency”. 

(California State University Northridge 2009) 

 
9.0 Louisiana State University (LSU) 

 

On August 29th 2005 few people really understood the magnitude of what 

Hurricane Katrina (Fig. 9) was about to inflict upon the Gulf Coast of the USA, 

including the staff at LSU.    

 

 

Figure 9    Hurricane Katrina nearing landfall in the Gulf of Mexico, 28 

August 2005  (Wikipedia 2005) 

  

Hurricane Katrina was rated as a category 5 on the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane 

Scale.   A category 5 is defined as having wind speeds in excess of 249 Km/h 
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and Katrina lived up to its rating becoming one of the five deadliest hurricanes 

in US history.  (NOAA, 2007)  

 

Hurricane Katrina affected seven states, killed a reported 11,464 people 

(Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals, 2006) and caused the 

evacuation of New Orleans and numerous other communities throughout the 

region.    The evacuation created an urgent need for transit and medical care 

facilities to be set up, and LSU responded by turning their campus into a 

facility to support the evacuation.    A presentation made by Mary G. Parker, 

Director of the Office of Students Aid and Scholarships at LSU gives an 

excellent account of the effects on the University during and after Hurricane 

Katrina.    

 

LSU‟s Pete Maravich Assembly Centre (fig. 10), normally used for indoor 

sports, gymnastics and concerts, became the largest acute care field hospital 

ever created in United States history and the remainder of the campus became 

a clearing house for evacuees and a care facility for people and a shelter for 

animals, both of which arrived by the hundreds.  

 

 

Figure 10    Pete Maravich Assembly Centre – Acute Care Medical Facility  

  (Photo: Louisiana State University Publications) 

Over the following days and weeks, the staff at LSU learnt a great many 

lessons.   One of those was the need for an effective and dedicated emergency 
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operations centre which LSU‟s Chancellor instructed to be built, which would 

function as the single point of contact for communications and organising 

resources, 24/7/365.    On June 1st, 2006, LSU opened its own facility which 

now functions on a regular basis for management of large gatherings on 

campus as well as for emergency response. 

 

During the author‟s visit to LSU, a presentation was given by D‟Ann Morris 

and Lawrence Rabalais Jr, both of whom were instrumental in the 

development of LSU‟s EOC.     Morris & Rabalais had prepared an overview 

Power Point presentation on their institutions EOC and this is available by 

contacting the authors direct.    

 

The information gained during the author‟s visit to LSU and the experience of 

viewing the LSU EOC (figs. 11, 12 and 13) was instrumental in making 

decisions about the functional aspects of the UC EOC, most notably because 

that institution has operated and refined its processes to ensure the 

management of an emergency is effective, and there can be no better example 

to follow than one which has been tested. (Morris, D, Rabalais, L. and 

Durham, G.  pers.comm, 2009) 

 

 

Figure 11  LSU‟s Operations Room    

(Photo: C Hawker, March 2009) 
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Figure 12  Policy Group Room  

(Photo: C Hawker, March 2009) 

 

Figure 13   Constant Reminder  

(Photo: C Hawker, March 2009) 
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Subsequent to the visit to LSU, the author became aware of an additional 

presentation prepared by Mary G. Parker, LSU‟s Director of the Office of 

Student Aid and Scholarships.   That presentation is entitled “LSU in the Eye 

of the Storm:  A University Model for Disaster Response” and is also an 

excellent review document which gives an insight into the effect on that 

institution during the evacuation of New Orleans and the surrounding areas.   

This document is also available by contacting the author direct     

 

Contact details for Morris, Rabalais and Parker are provided in the reference 

section of this document. 

 

10.0 The Finished Product 

 

 

Figure 14    University of Canterbury, Emergency Operations Centre Layout 

          (See also Appendix 1)   

 

The components had come together.  The EOC had been created, training and 

practice was underway allowing the Incident Management Team to learn how 

to utilise the facility.  Research had also been undertaken which had provided 

information of great assistance in making decisions about equipment and 

services required, and how they should be used. 
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One of the fundamental changes in the author‟s thinking which occurred 

during the research trip was how the interaction between the University‟s 

Strategic Emergency Management Group and the Incident Management Team 

should work.    Previously the author had envisioned that the two groups 

would be housed in separate locations with regular interaction between the 

two to ensure critical information flowed in both directions. 

 

The major concern had always been how this communication would be 

managed and having subsequently visited LSU, seen the structure established 

there, and had the opportunity to discuss these issues at length with the LSU 

team, the decision was made to provide for both groups within the one facility. 

 

The structure of the two component teams had already been well established 

using a variation of the CIMS model and this had been incorporated into the 

Emergency Response Plan.   The current University structure is detailed in 

figure 15. 

 

CHAIR, SEM Group

 (Vice-Chancellor or Designate)

 ADVISORS ADMIN

COMMS

(Strategic)

RECOVERY

MANAGER

UC STRATEGIC EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT GROUP

INCIDENT

CONTROLLER

ADMIN

ASSISTANT  

COMMS

LIAISON

WELFARE PLANNING
 & INTEL

LOGISTICS OPERATIONS

Registration

Medical

Accommodation

Catering

Situation 

Analysis

Advanced

Planning

Facilities

Syllabus

Plus

CiMS
Liasion

Resources
Internal Comms
IT/Phone/Radio

Transport

Finance

Works & Services
Specialists

Security

Services

IMT

Welfare

UC INCIDENT MANAGEMENT TEAM

Web

UC Rescue

 

Figure 15 UC Emergency Management Structure  

(Hawker and Lyttle, 2007) 

 

The Strategic Emergency Management Group, led by the University‟s Vice 

Chancellor (or designate), operating from the Strategic Emergency 

Management Room (fig. 16), would generally consist of; 
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 The Vice Chancellor; 

 Deputy Vice Chancellor; 

 Registrar; 

 Chief Financial Officer; 

 Corporate Communications Manager; 

 Recovery Manager; 

 Administration Assistant; and  

 Any other senior staff member appropriate to the event.  

 

 

Figure 16 Strategic Emergency Management Team Room 

  (Photo: C Hawker, August 2009) 

 
The Incident Management Team, led by an Incident Controller and operating 

from the Incident Management Centre (fig. 17) consists of; 

 Incident Controller 

 Operations Manager 

 Logistics Manager 

 Planning & Intelligence Manager 

 Welfare Manager 

 Health & Safety Manager 

 EOC Manager 



 31 

 

Figure 17   Incident Management Centre 

  (Photo: C Hawker, August 2009) 

In addition there are defined roles for ICTS support, emergency response 

agencies liaison (Police, Fire, etc) and for any other critical function necessary 

to deal with an event. 

 

One further component which has been incorporated into the Centre is a base 

of operations for the University‟s Rescue Team (UC Rescue).   Facilities have 

been provided for a team base and for storage of their equipment and the 

Team‟s facility also functions as a training venue and a planning venue for 

team exercises (fig. 18). 

 

Figure 18 UC Rescue Team on Training Exercise  

  (Photo: C Hawker, April 2008) 
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11.0  Executive Involvement 

 
To ensure that the EOC would be used effectively, the University‟s Executive 

Team was actively engaged during the development of the facility.  This was 

achieved by way of initial briefings and then by utilising the EOC for table top 

exercises, specifically for the Strategic Emergency Management Group. 

 

Without executive support, a critical part of the response puzzle would be 

missing and when it came time to use the EOC, the speed and effectiveness of 

any response would be seriously compromised.  Any truly effective response 

requires both the immediate operational and the longer term strategic 

decisions to be taken whilst cognisant of the needs and imperatives of each 

group.  This is a fundamental requirement for effectiveness and ensures that 

each team; 

 

 Understand their respective roles 

 Maintain close lines of communication 

 Understand operational capacity 

 Understand strategic intent 

 

12.0  Fit Out 

 
With the structure and allocation of space in the centre completed, attention 

was turned to the services required within the facility and the issues of 

redundancy for critical systems.   Key issues of integrity of electrical supply, 

communications, and I.T. connectivity were addressed. 

 
12.1 Electrical Supply 

 
The EOC has been fitted with backup generator supply (fig. 19).  To ensure the 

electrical load is kept to within the capacity of the generator, gas heating has 

been installed for use when the generator is operating.   Fuel supplies are 

maintained on the campus and are estimated to be sufficient for a minimum 

three days of operation. 
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Figure 19  EOC Dedicated Generator  

  (Photo; C Hawker, October, 2009) 

 

12.2 Computer Network and Connectivity 

 
All key roles within the EOC are supplied with a workstation (Fig. 20) and 

direct network connections to the University‟s Primary Data Centre (PDC).   

The network link to the data centre is routed through two fibre optic links, 

both joining to a main fibre link direct to the PDC, which is also generator 

supplied with the capacity for 7 days continuous operation. 

 

 

Figure 20 Networked computer system incorporating Microsoft 

SharePoint and Microsoft Office Communicator  

 (Photo: C Hawker, October, 2009) 

 
A further backup system of paper-based record keeping is in development as 

an additional protection. 
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12.3 Radio Network 

 
The campus radio network is broadcast from a location on the top of the 

Central Library which has been identified as potentially vulnerable.  To 

provide a backup option for the main system, a secondary backup full capacity 

Tait Electronics trunked radio system has been installed in the EOC (fig. 21) 

 

Figure 21 Tait Electronics trunked radio transmitters, UC EOC 

  (Photo: C Hawker, October, 2009) 

 

12.4  Telephone Systems 

 
Two separate telephone systems have been installed operating via three 

different network routings.   The primary telephone system is a Voice over 

internet protocol (VoIP) network (fig. 22) direct to the PDC and the second is 

by standard telephones linked to two separate exchanges via copper wiring, 

thereby ensuring additional security by not relying on a single exchange. 

 

Figure 22 Nortel VoIP telephone System 

  (Photo: C Hawker, November, 2009) 
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12.5  Visual Information Systems 

 

The EOC is supplied with public information via satellite television and on 

campus information is provided by links to the campus CCTV network, 

accessible through the campus fibre optic network. 

 

With the key services now installed and operable, the last steps required were 

to provide basic supplies and to prepare and store hard copies of all University 

service plans for ready access when required. 

 

One final detail was added, this being the newly taken aerial photograph (fig. 

23) of the entire campus which was printed in large scale and installed in 

several locations in the Centre.   Emergency response capability is enhanced 

by being able to visually plan a response with key elements being recorded for 

all to see and to assist this, two of the large scale photographs have been 

produced with whiteboard tape covering, enabling them to be marked as 

required. 

 

Figure 23 Aerial Photograph of the University of Canterbury Ilam Campus,  

  (Photo: Skyworks Ltd, July, 2009) 

 
13.0  External Agency Engagement 

 
As penned by the poet and Dean of St Paul‟s Cathedral, John Donne, in 1624 

“No man is an island” and this fact has been kept uppermost during the 

development of all parts of the UC emergency preparedness process.   Contact 
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has been made and a relationship of mutual support sought from the 

numerous agencies that would be critical during any kind a large scale 

emergency.    

 

The New Zealand Police and St John Ambulance have participated in active 

emergency exercises; the Ministry of Civil Defence, Canterbury Group and 

Christchurch City Civil Defence organisations are familiar with the new 

facilities at UC and are actively supporting the development of the University‟s 

capabilities, and active communication with the New Zealand Fire Service is 

currently occurring.  Additionally, relationships have, and continue to be, 

developed with other Universities in New Zealand so that mutual support can 

be offered if any one institution suffers a critical event. 

 
14.0  Where To From Here? 

 

With the Centre completed, planning has now turned to the question of 

options for a backup location should the primary centre not be operable for 

any reason. 

  

Immediately following the 1994 Northridge Earthquake, CSUN was unable to 

use any of the buildings on their campus because of the initial damage and the 

subsequent aftershocks, which meant assessing the state of the buildings was 

extremely difficult and effectively prevented access for a considerable period 

of time.    CSUN‟s answer to this was to create a temporary university 

consisting of Porta-Coms and tents. 

 

The City of Christchurch is similarly located close to a significant seismic 

hazard (Fig. 24) and if an event of similar destructive power (note the recent 

8.3 magnitude earthquake near Samoa) was to occur on the Alpine Fault, or in 

one of the North Canterbury faults, the EOC could potentially be damaged to 

the point it was unusable.    
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Figure 24 Active Seismic Faults in New Zealand 

  (Te Ara, Active Faults, 2009)  

 

If this was to occur, an alternative operational location would be required and 

although planning for this eventuality is in its early stages, consideration was 

given to this possibility when critical equipment was installed in the EOC and 

both the generator and the backup radio system have been sited carefully and 

should be able to be relocated to an alternative facility if the primary EOC was 

significantly damaged. 

 

With the Centre operational, the most important consideration now is the 

training of personnel and constant practising of emergency scenarios to 

develop team competence.    To this end, monthly table top exercises are run 

for the Incident Management Team,  quarterly table top exercises are run for 

the Strategic Emergency Management Group, monthly training is undertaken 

by the Rescue Team and bi-annual full participatory exercises are run for most, 

if not all components of the UC Emergency Response organisation.     
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15.0  Opportunities and Outreach 

 

Opportunities for teaching and research now become possibilities and a 

number of staff at the University are currently exploring what the author 

hopes could become a collaborative centre for the development of teaching 

and research into the issues of emergency preparedness, and for the training 

of staff from external organisations who could benefit from the experience of 

working as a team towards improving their own emergency preparedness.   

There are also opportunities for the development of new technologies to assist 

the management of events and currently staff at the University of Canterbury‟s 

New Zealand Innovation Institute (http://www.nzi3.com/) are pursuing 

opportunities which may have both research and practical application 

possibilities within the UC EOC environment. 

 

In addition to developing our own knowledge and expertise and sharing that 

knowledge with others, supporting other institutions in a similar manner to 

the assistance we have received has become an important component in our 

journey.    In late August, the author along with a colleague Jacqui Lyttle 

addressed the New Zealand Tertiary Sector Health & Safety Conference held at 

the University of Canterbury.   Three subjects were presented to the 

conference, the first entitled Ready, Set, Respond – The UC Journey Towards 

Preparedness, the second was an introduction to a recorded presentation by 

Larry Hinker from Virginia Tech on the subject of Crisis Communications and 

the third on the development and use of UC‟s new Emergency Operations 

Centre.  

 

Because of the relative lack of preparedness within the tertiary sector in New 

Zealand, it is the author‟s strong belief that the development of a cooperative 

support effort amongst all New Zealand‟s University‟s would be of substantial 

benefit to every institution and would, in the event of a major critical incident 

at any of the campuses, provide a support structure which could be called on 

to assist as developing a second and third tier emergency management 

structure within any one institution is extremely difficult to create and even 

harder to support, both financially and from a resource perspective. 

 

During 2010 Massey University, in partnership with GNS Science, intends 

developing an Emergency Operations Centre within their Wellington campus 

http://www.nzi3.com/
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for research purposes and for practical use during a critical incident on any of 

that institutions campuses.    It is the author‟s belief that it would be of 

substantial benefit to both the University of Canterbury and Massey/GNS to 

develop strong links which would be able to support the needs and intent of 

both Universities, the knowledge and expertise from which could contribute to 

the collective understanding and overall preparedness within New Zealand.   

 

16.0  Summary 

 

Organisational resilience should be the goal of every large institution and with 

their large populations and potential risks, universities should be leaders in 

organisational preparedness.  The development of a dedicated Emergency 

Operations Centre at UC is a demonstrable step towards the University‟s 

operational excellence in the emergency management field. 

 

In the latter half of 2009 the University of Canterbury embarked on an 

ambitious programme to bring the teaching and research standards at the 

University up to a level that would achieve greater international recognition.     

For an academic institution there can be few goals more important than that. 

However as a large and diverse organisation, the author believes that the 

University can and should also exhibit equally high standards in operational 

excellence and through active, rigorous and robust research, develop 

improvements in operational systems and processes which can be 

implemented on campus.   Training, reporting and communications within the 

emergency management field are an example of where some of these 

opportunities exist. 

 

As the author has noted previously, an Emergency Operations Centre on its 

own will serve little use without a trained and skilled staff to operate it, but it 

does create a base from which to respond, provides services and facilities 

necessary for that response, and supports timely and effective management.    

 

The EOC, if used effectively, also offers opportunities to develop new 

strategies and processes, offers a venue for ongoing training to ensure key 

staff are competent to perform their required roles when called upon, and by 

the creation of an integrated and supportive team environment, will help to 

ensure any response is effective.   The team environment can also help to 
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substantially mitigate the personal stress of staff that are often required to 

perform outside their comfort zones and for periods much longer than a 

normal working period.  

 

17.0  Conclusion 

 

The challenge for this University is to now ensure that when a crisis occurs, 

UC has the people with the knowledge and the expertise to make a difference 

and that the facility created on campus continues to be available and ready for 

use 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and 365 days a year. 

 

When a major emergency occurs in the future which affects the University, it 

is the author‟s intention to ensure that key staff have been appropriately 

trained, communication pathways are in place, relationships built and mutual 

support systems exist, that UC‟s contribution is efficient, effective, and that 

the institution is capable of taking care of its own community to the very best 

of its abilities and resources. 

 

 

Chris Hawker 

January 2010 
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Appendix 1 

 

UC EOC facility Plan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


