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Introduction

The National Response Framework (NRF) is a group of documents and 

resources that provide a structure for the way all response partners train for 

and respond to domestic incidents.  Along with the NRF, the Robert T. Stafford 

Disaster Relief and Assistance Act (Stafford Act) and the Homeland Security Disaster Relief and Assistance Act (Stafford Act) and the Homeland Security 

Presidential Directive 5 (HSPD-5) are the authorities that determine how and 

when disasters are declared and how we coordinate response with our 

partners.
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Introduction - continued

Information contained in this section is not intended to replace the required 

IS800.b course on the National Response Framework through FEMA’s 

Emergency Management Institute (EMI).  This lesson is intended only as an 

overview.overview.
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Module Objectives

After completing this module, learners should be able to:

• Identify the purpose of the National Response Framework

• Identify the five key principles of the National Response Framework

• Identify the purpose of HSPD-5• Identify the purpose of HSPD-5

• Identify the purpose of the Stafford Act

• Describe the role of the Department of Health and Human Services in ESF-8
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Why This Matters to You

The National Response Framework, Stafford Act, and HSPD-5 establish the 

way responders train for and respond to all levels of disasters and 

emergencies – from the smallest incident to the largest catastrophe.  As 

NDMS responders, it is important that we understand the principles that NDMS responders, it is important that we understand the principles that 

dictate the manner in which we respond to domestic incidents.
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Overview of HSPD-5

The Homeland Security Presidential Directive 5 (HSPD-5) was issued by 

President George W. Bush on February 28, 2003.  It directed the Secretary of 

Homeland Security to establish the National Response Plan (which became 

the National Response Framework) and to develop and administer the the National Response Framework) and to develop and administer the 

National Incident Management System (NIMS) as a single, national approach 

to incident management.
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NIMS

HSPD-5 specifically outlined the purpose of NIMS as providing a 

comprehensive and coordinated approach for Federal, State, and local 

governments to work together to prepare for, respond to, and recover from 

domestic incidents, regardless of size.  This comprehensive approach includes domestic incidents, regardless of size.  This comprehensive approach includes 

a core set of concepts, principles, and terminology to ensure interoperability.  

HSPD-5 defines this core set as: the Incident Command System (ICS); 

multiagency coordination systems; training; identification and management 

of resources; qualification and certification; and the collection, tracking, and 

reporting of incident information and incident resources.
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Overview of the National Response Framework

In 1992, the Federal Response Plan was developed.  It was designed to target 

Federal roles and responsibilities in incident or disaster response.  In the days 

after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, it was recognized that the nation needed 

common incident management and response principles and a standardized common incident management and response principles and a standardized 

planning structure.  Consequently, the Department of Homeland Security was 

created and, one year later, the National Response Plan (NRP) was published, 

replacing the Federal Response Plan.  The NRP was a broader plan that 

integrated all levels of government.  Following Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 

2005, lessons learned were incorporated into the NRP.
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Overview of the National Response Framework

Even though it had been updated or expanded several times, users of the NRP 

suggested that the focus of the plan be broadened from a primarily Federal 

plan to one that was national.  Feedback suggested that it should be 

applicable to all level of responders and needed an operational plan that applicable to all level of responders and needed an operational plan that 

could be understood and utilized by emergency managers.
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Overview of the National Response Framework

In January 2008, the National Response Framework was published, replacing 

the NRP.  The NRF establishes a framework on which to build a concerted 

effort between local, tribal, State, Federal, private sector, and 

nongovernmental responders to all levels of incidents.  It outlines the nongovernmental responders to all levels of incidents.  It outlines the 

principles, roles, and structures that coordinate how we provide a unified, all-

hazards response.  The NRF is always in effect and was designed to be 

scalable and flexible, making it applicable to local incidents as well as large 

scale disasters.

10



NC 1040 – Federal Policies & Plans

Purpose of the National Response Framework

The purpose of the NRF is to ensure that all levels of government and private 

sector understand response roles, responsibilities, and relationships in order 

to effectively respond to any level of domestic incident.
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Components of the National Response 

Framework

The NRF is not a single document.  It is a group of resources that together 

provide a framework on which to build a unified response to disasters and 

emergencies.  The NRF is comprised of:

• NRF Core Document• NRF Core Document

• Emergency Support Function (ESF) Annexes

• Support Annexes

• Incident Annexes

• Partner Guides
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NRF Core Document

The core document is the set of guidelines that drives the nation's response 

to incidents and emergencies.  It includes:

• Roles and Responsibilities: Who is included in emergency management at 

the local, tribal, State, and Federal levels, as well as within the private the local, tribal, State, and Federal levels, as well as within the private 

sector and nongovernmental organizations.  Key players are identified and 

their responsibilities are outlined. This section also covers the process for 

requesting assistance.

• Response Actions:  This section describes what needs to be done to 

respond to incidents and outlines tasks to be completed to achieve an 

effective response within the three response phases: prepare, respond, 

and recover.
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NRF Core Document - continued

• Response Organization: This section outlines how the response actions are 

implemented.

• Planning:  The Planning section of the core document emphasizes the 

importance of planning and outlines the planning structures.

• Additional Resources: This section outlines the plan and implementation 

of the online NRF Resource Center 

(http://www.fema.gov/emergency/nrf/).
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Emergency Support Function (ESF) Annexes

Federal support capabilities are grouped into functional areas that are 

commonly needed in a response, such as transportation, search and rescue, 

communications, etc.  The Department of Health and Human Services is the 

lead agency for ESF-8: Public Health and Medical Services, and may play a lead agency for ESF-8: Public Health and Medical Services, and may play a 

supporting role for other functions (such as ESF-6: Mass Care, Emergency 

Assistance, Housing, and Human Services.
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Support Annexes

The Support Annexes describe how common or essential support functions 

and processes are handled to ensure effective incident management.  These 

functions are common to all incidents, such as financial management, public 

affairs, and worker safety and health.  These functions are not limited to just affairs, and worker safety and health.  These functions are not limited to just 

certain types of incidents and may support several Emergency Support 

Functions.
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Incident Annexes

The Incident Annexes are concepts of operations for certain incident 

categories.  These incidents include: Biological, Nuclear/Radiological, Mass 

Evacuation, Food and Agriculture, Terrorism, Cyber, and Catastrophic.
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Partner Guides

The Partner Guides are reference tools for local, tribal, State, Federal, and 

private sector partners that outline roles and actions for response.
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Key Principles of the National Response 

Framework

The response doctrine outlines the roles, responsibilities and operational 

concepts for response.  Five key principles are the basis for the response 

doctrine:

• Engaged Partnerships• Engaged Partnerships

• Tiered Response

• Scalable, Flexible and Adaptable Operational Capabilities

• Unity of Effort Through Unified Command

• Readiness to Act
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Engaged Partnerships

Leaders at all levels must communicate and actively support partnerships by 

developing shared goals and aligning capabilities so that no one is 

overwhelmed in times of crisis. Engaged partnerships are essential to 

preparedness.  Preparedness begins prior to any incident occurring.  It preparedness.  Preparedness begins prior to any incident occurring.  It 

involves planning, training, and organizing to build and improve capabilities.
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Tiered Response

Incidents must be managed at the lowest possible level and supported by 

additional resources when needed.  Most incidents are managed entirely at 

the local level.  Others require a combined response from local agencies, the 

private sector, and possibly, from neighboring jurisdictions and the State.  A private sector, and possibly, from neighboring jurisdictions and the State.  A 

smaller number of incidents require Federal response.  Guidelines are 

structured to provide additional, tiered levels of support.
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Scalable, Flexible, and Adaptable Operational 

Capabilities

As incidents change in size, scope, and complexity, the response must adapt to 

meet requirements.  Given its flexibility and scalability, the National Response 

Framework is always in effect and elements can be implemented at any level 

and at any time.   The number and type of resources must be able to respond and at any time.   The number and type of resources must be able to respond 

quickly to meet the needs of the incident.  The NRF builds upon the National 

Incident Management System (NIMS).  This ensures that all responders use 

standard command and management structures that allow for flexible and 

adaptable operations.
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Unity of Effort Through Unified Command

Effective unified command is indispensable to response activities and requires 

a clear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of each participating 

organization. Unified command is used when more than one agency has 

jurisdiction or when incidents cross jurisdictional boundaries.  A common set jurisdiction or when incidents cross jurisdictional boundaries.  A common set 

of objectives and operational strategies are established when agencies work 

together using unified command.
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Readiness to Act

Effective response requires readiness to act balanced with an understanding 

of risk.  From individuals, households, and communities to local, tribal, State, 

and Federal governments, national response depends on the instinct and 

ability to act.  A proactive response is essential for incidents that have the ability to act.  A proactive response is essential for incidents that have the 

potential to expand rapidly in size, scope, or complexity.  Readiness is a 

collective responsibility.  Effective response depends on a readiness to act.
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Overview of the Stafford Act

The Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford 

Act) is the law that outlines how the Federal government provides disaster 

and emergency assistance to states, local governments, tribal nations, eligible 

private nonprofit organizations, and individuals affected by a declared major private nonprofit organizations, and individuals affected by a declared major 

disaster or emergency.  It covers all types of hazards, including natural 

disasters (i.e., floods, hurricanes, etc.) and terrorist incidents.
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Declaration Process

The Stafford Act authorizes the President of the United States to issue a 

disaster or emergency declaration when the disaster is beyond the resources 

available to the local or state governments.  The Stafford Act clearly lays out 

the process by which such a declaration may be issued.   Most events will the process by which such a declaration may be issued.   Most events will 

progress through the following process:

• The local emergency response personnel respond to the incident and 

assess the situation.

• If additional resources are required, the local agencies may request 

additional help through mutual aid agreements or assistance from the 

state.
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Declaration Process - continued

• State officials assess the situation and, if necessary, may request 

additional resources through interstate mutual aid systems, such as the 

Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC).  The state will also 

provide assessment updates to the Department of Homeland Security provide assessment updates to the Department of Homeland Security 

(DHS)/Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).
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Declaration Process - continued

• If needed, the Governor activates the state emergency operations plan 

and declares a state of emergency.  The Governor may also request a 

state/DHS joint Preliminary Damage Assessment (PDA).  The state and 

Federal officials will conduct the assessment and determine whether it Federal officials will conduct the assessment and determine whether it 

warrants a request for a Presidential declaration of a disaster or 

emergency.

o If the event is clearly devastating or fast-moving, there may be an 

expedited declaration and the PDA may be deferred until after the 

declaration.
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Declaration Process - continued

• Based on the results of the PDA, the Governor may request a Presidential 

declaration and specify what type of Federal assistance is needed.  The 

President may direct emergency assistance without a Governor’s request 

if the event involves an area that is primarily the responsibility of the if the event involves an area that is primarily the responsibility of the 

Federal Government.  In these cases, the President will consult the 

Governor of the affected state if possible.

o Again, if the event is clearly devastating or fast moving, FEMA may 

provide Federal assistance where necessary to save lives, prevent 

human suffering, or mitigate damage, even in the absence of a 

specific request.  The Governor will be consulted if possible, but 

this will not delay the rapid assistance.
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Declaration Process - continued

Once a disaster is declared, financing for aid is appropriated to the Disaster 

Relief Fund (DRF) administered by the Department of Homeland Security 

through FEMA.  Funds appropriated to the DRF remain available until 

expended.  It is not an account limited to use during that fiscal year.  In cases expended.  It is not an account limited to use during that fiscal year.  In cases 

where Federal assistance is staged or moved into position prior to the 

declaration of the disaster or emergency, funding comes from pre-disaster 

declaration funds called a surge account.
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Response Process

The Stafford Act authorizes the President to direct any Federal agency, with or 

without reimbursement, to use its available personnel, equipment, supplies, 

facilities, and other resources in support of state and local disaster assistance 

efforts.  This support becomes “mission assignments.”  Before a major efforts.  This support becomes “mission assignments.”  Before a major 

disaster declaration, the Stafford Act allows for pre-deployment or staging of 

personnel and equipment to expedite the response.
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Response Process - continued

The personnel and equipment may be from various Federal agencies.  The 

purpose of the pre-deployment is to reduce the threats to life, property, and 

public health and safety.  Additionally, due to transportation interruptions, it 

is often difficult to deploy personnel to affected areas after the disaster.  is often difficult to deploy personnel to affected areas after the disaster.  

Staging relief personnel close to the potentially impacted area can greatly 

speed assistance.
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Response Process - continued

Once the President declares the disaster or emergency, the Stafford Act 

requires that a Federal Coordinating Officer (FCO) be appointed to coordinate 

the delivery of Federal assistance to the affected local and state governments, 

tribal nations, eligible private nonprofit organizations, and individuals tribal nations, eligible private nonprofit organizations, and individuals 

affected by the disaster.
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Recovery

The Stafford Act not only provides assistance to local and state governments, 

but also assists individuals and public and certain nonprofit entities affected 

by a declared disaster or emergency.  Such aid may include: temporary 

housing, grants for immediate needs of families and individuals, the repair of housing, grants for immediate needs of families and individuals, the repair of 

public infrastructure, re-establishing emergency communications systems, 

debris removal, emergency food supplies, crisis counseling, and other forms 

of assistance.
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The HHS Role

Under the NRF, HHS is authorized to act as the primary agency for public 

health and medical emergencies (ESF-8).  When a Presidential declaration of a 

disaster or emergency is made, the Secretary of HHS is authorized to act 

based on the Robert T. Stafford Act, and the National Emergencies Act.  based on the Robert T. Stafford Act, and the National Emergencies Act.  

Depending on the circumstances of the emergency, the Secretary may act 

with or without declaring a public health emergency or when the President 

declares a major disaster or emergency.  Some actions by HHS do not require 

a declaration, such as establishing quarantine or activating the US Public 

Health Service Commissioned Corps.
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The HHS Role - continued

There are two sources of funding for HHS actions during a disaster or 

emergency: the surge account (prior to the disaster declaration) and the 

Disaster Relief Fund (after the declaration).  The DRF is administered by 

DHS/FEMA.  Therefore, costs to HHS associated with response to a declared DHS/FEMA.  Therefore, costs to HHS associated with response to a declared 

disaster or emergency are reimbursed by FEMA.
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Conclusion

The National Response Framework is a comprehensive approach to all-

hazards domestic incidents response.  It is a group of resources that provide a 

guide to how the nation responds, from the smallest, local incident to a 

catastrophe.  It outlines how communities, States, the Federal government, catastrophe.  It outlines how communities, States, the Federal government, 

and private sector partners work together to provide a unified effort.
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