
Public Information Process During 
Major Incidents 

How CAL FIRE Manages Public Information



How do you communicate 
with the public on an 
incident of this scale?

Major Wildfires



Overview of CAL FIRE

Incident Management Teams

• CAL FIRE has 6 Incident Management Teams

• Fully qualified ICS Type-1 teams with 53 members

• Able to manage ALL types of disasters

• Four teams deployed simultaneously last fall

• Includes a Lead PIO who works for Incident Commander



CAL FIRE’s Public Information Office

Public Information Officers

• Unit PIO’s

• Region PIO’s

• State (Sacramento) PIO’s

• Incident Management Team PIO’s



Major Wildfires

Incident Command System



Major Incident Public Information Process

Three golden PIO rules on large wildfires:

1. Always keep the public informed of 
latest confirmed facts

2. Stay in your lane

3. Get approval from the Incident 
Commander(s) before disseminating 
information 



Major Incident Public Information Process

This is accomplished through:
• Social Media

• Online

• Website

• Email

• In Person 

• Evacuation Centers

• Display Areas

• Community Meetings

• Traditional Media

• Press Conferences

• Interviews & Escorts



Major Incident Public Information Process

It all starts with gathering the FACTS

Emergency Command Center Incident Commanders

Initial Attack CrewsLaw Enforcement

Initial Attack Extended Attack

Updated at 6 am and 6 pm



Major Incident Public Information Process

Where to start?
• Plan 

• Organize 

• Staff 

• Direct 

• Control

• *Motive*

• **Take Care of**

• ***Rotate***



Major Incident Public Information Process



Major Incident Public Information Process

Functional PIO Assignments
• Incident Update & Fact Sheet Creation Manager 

• Digital Dissemination Manager

• Social Media Manager

• Call Center Manager

• Law Enforcement Liaison PIO

• Emergency Operations Center PIO



Major Incident Public Information Process

Functional PIO Assignments
• Field Operations (Media)

• Events (Press Conference, Community Meetings, VIP’s)

• Evacuation Center PIO’s

• Base Camp PIO’s (Maps, logistics, planning, media)

• Trap lines 

• Video Updates 



Major Incident Public Information Process

Incident PIO Organization 



Major Incident Public Information Process

Incident PIO Organization 



Major Incident Public Information Process



Examples Information – Incident Updates



Example Information – News Releases



Major Incident Public Information Process

Incident PIO
Media

Local Social Media
Sac Web Tech Sac Duty PIO

State SM App State Fire Map 

Incident Website

Incident Update  or
News Release

PIO’s 
EOC’s 

Local Social Media
FSR



Helpful Tools for Success



Helpful Tools for Success



Social Media – Facebook (October)

• At it’s peak 1,700,000 FB views per day
• 2,200,000 minutes of FB video viewed



Social Media – You Tube (October)

• Overall Statewide Updates



Major Wildfire Communication 
Challenges

How CAL FIRE Manages Public Information



Major Wildfire Communication Challenges

1. People (PIO’s)

2. Product (Incident Facts)

3. Process (Information Flows)



Examples of Challenges

1. People (PIO’s)
– With four incident management teams  deployed, trained 

PIO’s were a limited resource

– With so many agencies involved, there was a varying level 
of comfort, knowledge and experience in the PIO function

– First responders were also affected by these disasters, 
trying to deal with their lives 

– Fatigue, after a few weeks of seeing and talking about the 
death and destruction



Examples of Challenges

1. Product (Incident Facts)
– It took time to get all of the incident facts collected

– Compiling all of the evacuation orders into one master 
list/map

– Multiple agencies were putting out information 
simultaneously 

– Sheer size and scope of incident made incident updates a 
full time job 

– Public confusion about how fire/incidents were named



Examples of Challenges

1. Process (Information Flows)
– No pre-established email distribution system 

– Coordination with multiple EOC’s

– Numerous social media accounts

– Numerous social media specialists were needed 

– A lot of one-on-one in person time at evacuation centers

– A very large demand for information on repopulation and 
property status



Lessons Learned

How CAL FIRE Manages Public Information



Lessons Learned

The Top 10 List
1. Establish expectations with Unified Agencies and Cooperators

2. Ensure Incident Updates are on time (7 am & 7 pm) & followup
with a short internet video update

3. Establish online sign-up for email updates

4. Ensure PIO’s are internally kept updated

5. Have Operations Section Chief at press conferences

6. Ensure numerous community meetings & stream on FB live

7. Anticipate staffing for numerous VIP visits

8. Use online real-time maps (evac./roads/destruction)

9. Establish donation messages early

10. Establish a call center early & staff 24/7



Questions?


