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Planning for the Worst, and 
Responding to it When it Really Happens
James Anderson III, PhD

Community & Economic Development

Douglas County

Topics for Discussion

• Preparing for disasters – Continuity of Operations 
Planning

• Quick Overview of the Husky Superior Refinery Fire

• Responding to an Emergency

• Incident Command Responding During the Incident

• All Hands on Deck

• After the Event

• Responding to a Community in Crisis

• Response Reflection: After Action Debrief

Continuity of Operations Plan 
(COOP)

“Continuity of Operations (COOP) is a 
federal government initiative, required 
by U.S. Presidential Policy Directive 40 
(PPD-40), to ensure that agencies are 
able to continue performance of 
essential functions under a broad range 
of circumstances”

Extension Partners with
Douglas County
• Douglas County had a COOP for the county, but 

did not address each individual department.

• The Jail and DHHS has COOP plans, as they
were mandated.

• Extension facilitated a series of workshops to train 
each department on what a COOP is, and how to 
prepare their department plans.

• Department plans were sent to the County 
Administrator where they were
developed into a master county plan.

COOP Planning Process

Workshop: 
Understand Process

Workshop:

Idea Generation

Department: Form 
COOP Team

COOP Team:

Revise and Finalize 
Worksheets

Department:

Review COOP Plan 
(Annually)

County: Submit Plan 
to Administration & 

Emergency 
Management

Role and Structure of County COOP 
Operations
• Leadership of the County COOP function

• Preparedness for leadership

• Relationship of the COOP organization to the County EOC

• Role of Department Heads

• Role of Department Workers

• Your Department Support

• Support of Other Functions

• ICS/EOC

• Other COOP Department

• Special Functions

• Information Technology

• Facilities
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In Plain English

In the event of an emergency:

• What are the critical or “special” functions that 
you must deliver?

• Who will deliver them?

• How and where will you deliver them?

• Who from your department has a role in the 
Incident Command structure?

Incident Command Structure
Departments 

needed to 
identify 

resources 
(people) 

available to 
support Incident 

Command 
structure when 

activated.

Basically anyone 
not delivering a 

critical or special 
function. 

Douglas County Prepared for Three 
Scenarios
1. Departmental resources* are unavailable 

(damaged, ill, etc.) but the community is intact. 

2. The community has damage but your 
resources are intact.

3. The facility and community are both damaged.

* As we discuss resources, we are discussing all of the “things” you need to accomplish your critical functions.  
These may include facilities, staff, data, equipment, supplies...

COOP Plan Framework:

• Orders of Succession and 
Delegation

• Determine Essential 
Functions

• Prioritize Essential Functions

• Essential Functions Staff

• Go Kits (assume no to 
limited technology support)

• Vendor Information

• Inventory of Vital Records

• Staff Calling Tree

• Communications Plan with 
Partners

• Alternate Work Site 
Requirements

• Alternate Worksite Options

• COOP Plan Training 
Program

• COOP Plan Exercise 
Program

COOP: For Office & Home

Departments were also 
asked to have employees, 
especially those delivering 
essential functions, or have 
an Incident Command 
structure role…

To consider a COOP plan for 
how. How will they balance 
and prepare for a temporary 
increased need at work, 
irregular hours, stress, etc.

Responding to an Emergency: A quick 
Overview of the Husky Superior Refinery 
Incident

April 26, 2018

Photo: Duluth News Tribune
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Responding to Community Needs 
After an Event

Photo: Duluth News Tribune

During and Especially After a 
Crisis…
• The community has questions.

• Rumor mills run rampant. Social media may not 
be your friend.

• Period of uncertainty and stress.

• Information voids from credible sources may open
the door for less legitimate sources of 
“information.”

• Sometimes credible research and data is 
discarded when presented.

Extension’s Role in Post 
Husky Fire
• Disseminate credible information concerning 

environment, especially soils and gardening.

• Facilitated community listening session.

• Facilitated After Action Review session for Douglas 
County Emergency Management

Credible and Research Based 
Information Might be Questioned

Extension and Public Health were receiving 
a lot of questions about soils and gardening.

Were the potential polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons (PAH) released in the smoke 
plume dangerous to grazing lands and 
vegetable gardening.

Public Health with UW-Madison, UW-
Extension and other sources released a fact 
sheet describing what people should do.

The accuracy of this information was often 
questioned by environmental advocates, 
with no backing to their claims.

Responding to Anxiety in the 
Community

Cooperative Extension 
Dean Karl Martin 
suggested that the Lake 
Superior Research 
Reserve and UW-
Extension in Douglas 
County host a 
community listening 
session.
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Planning for the Session

• We knew “answers” were not going to be 
readily available.

• We had concerns about grandstanding by 
special interest groups.

• We wanted a process where everyone could 
be heard.

• We wanted to be inclusive, everyone was 
invited, and wanted to remove as many 
barriers to attendance as possible.

We began outreach… Always being 
completely clear this was a 
“listening session.”

Listening Session Format

• Welcome from hosts

• Brief comments from elected officials present

• Brief update from Wisconsin DNR

• Introduction to the listening process.

• We would love to roundtable for facilitated
dialogue to ensure everyone has a chance to 
discuss their concerns and ideas.

Facilitated Discussion Questions

1. What outstanding concerns, ideas, or questions do you 
have about the environment following the fire on April 
26?

2. What outstanding concerns, ideas, or questions do you 
have about Husky Energy following the fire on April 26?

3. What outstanding concerns, ideas, or questions do you 
have about emergency services and government 
response to the Husky Energy fire on April 26?

4. Do you have any other concerns, ideas, or questions 
about this incident that you haven’t had a chance to 
share yet?

Community Response
We had 96-people attend the event, although not all attendees 
chose to take part in facilitated roundtable discussion.

Session Results
• 297 comments from 

roundtables were 
documented.

• A joint session report from
Extension and the Lake 
Superior Reserve presented 
the data in two ways:

• Raw comments from each
discussion question.

• Data coded to identify 
commonality and consolidate 
questions to help make it 
easier for interested parties to 
respond.
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How Was this Used?
• Report released to Extension and Reserve websites.

• Report released as a press release to the media.

• Link to report sent to all session participants who provided valid email 
addresses.

• Report sent with cover letter to:

• Wisconsin DNR

• US EPA

• Elected Officials – local, state, and federal

• Husky Energy, Superior Refinery

• We always made it clear, we would not be following up for “answers” to 
questions, but we would communicate to partners what are the questions 
being asked in the community.

We Didn’t Plan for, Maybe Being 
Naive
• Motivations would be questioned by special 

interests.

• That we would be accused of stifling dialogue 
when the whole session was designed to 
promote dialogue.

• Accused of the session being “bought and paid 
for” by the company, when all costs were born by 
the University and Douglas County.

• That there was bias in the session report, when 
it was a transcript of all comments received by 
participants.

Community Response

• Luke warm at best.

• I heard from one State Senator, thanking us for the report
and saying it was helpful in understanding what constituents 
were concerned about.

• Dept. of Public Health developed some additional response
sheets.

• Lake Superior Reserve planned some educational
programming around concerns and questions identified 
during the session.

• Lake Superior Reserve and UW-Superior increased 
environmental monitoring of some Estuary areas, like 
Newton Creek (a creek near the refinery).

Community Response

About 7-months later, 
Husky Refinery issued a 
formal response to many 
of the questions and 
concerns.

Emergency Management
After Action Review

Photo: John Dean Photographs, Husky Refinery safety training.

After Action Review

When the Emergency Management Department 
was ready to conduct their After Action Review, 
the county considered bringing in a consultant.

At the recommendation of the County 
Administrator, UW-Extension was asked to 
facilitate this meeting.

25 26

27 28

29 30



4/16/2019

6

Preparation

• Identify After Action Review Process

• Identify organizations involved

• Invite organizations involved

• Prepare facility

Process

Six Core Capabilities Were Reviewed:

1. Operational Communications

2. Operational Coordination

3. Public Information Warning

4. Public Health and Medical Services

5. Environmental Response / Health and Safety

6. Public & Private Services and Resources

Process

For each of the core capacities, these four 
questions were asked:

1. What was expected to happen?

2. What actually happened?

3. What went well and why?

4. What can be improved and how?

Participation

• 44 people

• Representing 20 organizations

After Action Output

• Extension prepared a draft 
report for Emergency 
Management that presented 
each of the six core 
capacities and reviewed the 
following for each:

• Analysis and key observations

• Areas of Strength

• Areas for Potential 
Improvement

Key Learnings

• During the incident, misinformation spread like 
wildfire on Social Media.

• Legitimate media at times picked up incorrect 
information on social media and ran with it.

• Not have a proper Public Information Officer(PIO) 
role at the Incident Command Center would have 
alleviated some of these issues.

• Douglas County later hosted a two-day FEMA PIO 
training to address this concern.

31 32

33 34

35 36



4/16/2019

7

What Questions Do You 
Have?

Photo: Bemidji Press

Video: Chemical Safety Board (CSB) developed for interim report.
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Responding to it When it Really Happens
James Anderson III, PhD

Community & Economic Development

Douglas County

James.R.Anderson@wisc.edu

(715) 395-1547

37 38

39


