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Response and Recovery from Civil Emergencies
[bookmark: _Toc197778835]Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]Wales operates within the United Kingdom’s legally established framework for emergency response and recovery, underpinned by the Civil Contingencies Act 2004, which defines the statutory duties of Category 1 responders (e.g. emergency services, local authorities, NHS Bodies) and Category 2 responders (e.g. utilities, transport operators). The Act mandates cooperating in risk assessment, emergency planning and information sharing to enable a co-ordinated and timely multi-agency response (Civil Contingencies Act, 2004, p.4). This framework supports clearly defined command structures and promotes joint-decision making, particularly during civil emergencies (Cabinet Office, 2012, p.7).
The importance of statutory duties under the Civil Contingencies Act has been demonstrated by real-world emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic and widespread flooding—each requiring co-ordinated multi-agency responses. These events reinforced the need for clear command structures, joint planning and inter-agency collaboration. 
Wales’ approach to emergency management is underpinned by a combination of national and local resilience strategies, including the Pan-Wales Response Plan, Local Resilience Forums and the UK Integrated Emergency Management framework (Cabinet Office, 2012, p.8). These are supported by interoperability principles set out in the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles (JESIP, 2024). Collectively, these frameworks incorporate lessons from past incidents, ongoing research and international best practice to support a co-ordinated system designed in “preventing the emergency” and in “reducing, controlling or mitigating” its effects (Cabinet Office, 2012, p.3).
This paper critically analyses how Wales’ emergency management structures contribute to both immediate response and long-term recovery. It highlights how legal, operational and community-based mechanisms are embedded within a whole-system approach to resilience. 
Effective emergency management depends on multiple factors, including resource mobilisation, legal compliance, multi-agency engagement and public participation. In the context of evolving threats—ranging from climate-related flooding to cyberattacks—there is an increasing need for continuous adaptation and improvement in resilience planning across Wales. 
The following sections examine the command structures used by responder agencies and explore emergency response and recovery arrangements at local, Pan-Wales and UK-levels. In doing so, the paper evaluates best practice guidance, including the Joint Doctrine: Interoperability Framework (JESIP, 2024) alongside findings from the Grenfell Tower Inquiry (2024) and Manchester Arena Inquiry (2022).
Finally, it considers the legal and reputational risks that may arise from poorly managed emergencies and identifies mitigation through well-co-ordinated, evidence-based joint response.
 

[bookmark: _Toc197778836]Structures at Local, Pan-Wales and UK Levels
[bookmark: _Toc197778837]Local Resilience Forums (LRFs)
Wales is divided into four Local Resilience Forums (LRFs)—North Wales, South Wales, Dyfed-Powys and Gwent—each corresponding to its designated police force jurisdiction (Cabinet Office, 2012, p.9). These forums promote collaboration among local responders. Established in accordance with the Civil Contingencies Act 2004, LRFs unite Category 1 and Category 2 responders, which include emergency services, local government entities, public health organisations and utility companies etc. to strengthen emergency preparedness and response initiatives (Cabinet Office, 2012, p.26).
LRFs play a central role in both the response and recovery phases of emergencies. Their core responsibilities such as risk assessment, emergency planning and publication of Community Risk Registers (CRRs) help ensure that key risks are understood and that resources are pre-positioned and ready to be mobilised in the event of an incident (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.10). 
During response, LRFs activate established plans and co-ordinate communication, logistics and mutual aid across agencies (Cabinet Office, 2020, p.18).  They also enable real time information sharing through ResilienceDirect , to ensure that all partners operate with a shared situational picture. Scenario-based exercises and joint-training delivered by LRFs improve interoperability and ensure command structures function effectively under pressure.
In recovery, LRFs support the handover to Recovery Co-ordinating Groups by maintaining strategic oversight, supporting recovery through on-going co-ordination and established partnerships (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.43),  as well as facilitating debriefs, audits and training initiatives to maintain their overall preparedness (Cabinet Office, 2020, p.17).
When incidents exceed local capacity or have regional/national implications, LRFs escalate through the Emergency Co-ordination Centre (Wales), providing a direct link to the Welsh Government and, when appropriate, to the UK Government’s Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms (COBR). This structured escalation ensures that local response and recovery efforts are fully supported through national co-ordination mechanisms.
[bookmark: _Toc197778838]PAN-Wales and structures
Key emergency response structures in Wales are designed to ensure an integrated and well-co-ordinated approach to managing crises at a national and regional level. The Pan-Wales Response Plan provides the Welsh Government’s Concept of Operations for Civil Contingencies Response, setting out “the arrangements for the pan-Wales level integration of the Welsh response to an emergency in or affecting Wales” (Welsh Government, 2023 p.5). This plan defines the roles and responsibilities of the Wales Civil Contingencies Committee (WCCC), which lead civil contingencies responses and decision-making during emergencies.
The Welsh Government plays a crucial role in overseeing emergency management in Wales, working closely with local responders and UK agencies to ensure strategic oversight and co-ordination. One of the primary bodies in this structure is the Wales Resilience Forum (WRF), which is chaired by the First Minister of Wales “focuses on the requirements set out in the Civil Contingencies Act 2004” and collaborates with the 4 LRFs across Wales ensuring that emergency responses are well-integrated at both the regional and national levels (Welsh Government, 2022). 
In situations requiring a national-level response, the Emergency Co-ordination Centre (Wales) – ECC(W) is activated to manage and co-ordinate incidents across Wales. The ECC(W) provides a direct communication link between Welsh Government Ministers, emergency services and local authorities, ensuring an efficient and unified response (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.172). The centre works closely with UK COBR, facilitating the escalation or de-escalation of Wales-specific incidents accordingly. 
This co-ordination structure ensures that Wales’s specific response plans are not isolated but integrated with UK wide strategies, enabling seamless transitions between local control and national support when the scale of an emergency dictates.
Multi-agency collaboration is further strengthened through the Joint Emergency Services Group (JESG), which facilitates interoperability between emergency services in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). The JESG ensures that Wales-specific policies align with UK-wide Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles (JESIP) which “when applied consistently will improve interoperability between organisations across all levels of command” (JESIP, 2024, p.6). 
Additionally, the Wales Resilience Partnership Team (WRPT) plays a key co-ordination and support role in Wales’ emergency preparedness framework. Rather than implementing emergency response plans directly, the WRPT assists in aligning local resilience activity with national policies, promotes good practice and facilitates communication between Local Resilience Forums (LRFs) and the Welsh Government This ensures consistency in planning, capability development and strategic preparedness across Wales.

In this way, planning structures like WRPT, JESG and ECC (W) underpin a scalable response that can shift from local to national intervention, supporting a faster, more effective recovery for affected communities.

[bookmark: _Toc197778839]UK CONOPS and Structures
Building on Wales’ emergency response arrangements, the UK operates a national framework to ensure effective co-ordination between local responders, devolved administrations and central government. These structures support both the immediate response and the long-term recovery from civil emergencies.

A central component is the UK Government Concept of Operations (CONOPS), which serves as a framework for how UK central government collectively responds to crises that require co-ordinated action across government (Cabinet Office, 2025, p.8).

Most emergencies are managed at the local level by Category 1 and 2 responders. However, when incidents exceed local capacity—such as during terrorist attacks, major flooding, or pandemics—UK-wide co-ordination is activated through national structures.

At the highest level, the Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms (COBR) is convened, chaired by the Prime Minister, bringing together senior ministers, government departments and emergency services to co-ordinate a national response (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.155). COBR works closely with devolved administrations, including the Emergency Co-ordination Centre (Wales) [ECC (W)], to ensure a proportionate response and alignment with Welsh priorities (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.171).

[bookmark: _Toc197778840]These national structures not only provide oversight and resource mobilisation but also directly influence how recovery is planned and funded. For instance, during COVID-19, COBR facilitated consistent health guidance across the UK, while CONOPS enabled Wales to implement devolved strategies within a unified national framework. As the initial acute phase of the crisis passed, the UK Government established new structures to manage the prolonged recovery challenge, including the COVID Strategy Committee, chaired by the Prime Minister and directed the overall strategic response, including recovery planning. These committees reflected the complexity of a sustained emergency and the need for distinct mechanisms to co-ordinate recovery at a national level (Cabinet Office, 2025, p.35).

In this way, UK-level mechanisms such as CONOPS, COBR and ECC (W) continue to complement Wales’ internal emergency response arrangements by aligning strategic co-ordination across devolved and national tiers, ensuring civil emergencies are managed cohesively across all levels of government
.Command Levels 
At the single-agency level, emergency response typically follows the Gold–Silver–Bronze command structure, while at the multi-agency level, this aligns with strategic, tactical and operational co-ordination roles. Together, these models ensure a consistent chain of command—from frontline operations to high-level strategic decision-making—across all responding organisations. The Response and Recovery guidance highlights “Control and Co-ordination are important concepts in the multi-agency response to emergencies “(Cabinet Office, 2013, p.50). Each command level will include representatives from pertinent category one responding organizations and may also feature representatives from category two responders to provide support and guidance.

[bookmark: _Toc197778841]Strategic (Gold) Command sets overall priorities and allocates resources. This tier is composed of high-ranking officials from emergency services, local authorities and governmental bodies who formulate a strategic framework for response efforts (Cabinet Office, 2013, P.57). Forming a Strategic Co-ordinating Group (SCG) unify multi-agency leadership and guide response levels. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic and major flooding incidents, Strategic Command in Wales was instrumental in co-ordinating not only the immediate response but also long-term recovery measures. For example, SCGs worked alongside the Welsh Government to prioritise health resources and to ensure continuity of care across NHS regions.

The SCG exercises comprehensive oversight and ensures that national priorities are in harmony with local response initiatives. It engages with UK-wide organisations such as COBR to ensure that resource distribution and policy decisions are synchronised (Cabinet Office, 2020, p.26). In times of crisis, such as the (COVID-19) pandemic, the function of the Strategic Command was essential in executing the relevant National strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc197778842]Tactical (Silver) Command plays a vital role in converting strategic goals into actionable operations. This tier typically consists of senior officials from emergency services who are tasked with resource deployment and maintaining operational oversight within their specific areas (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.56). The Tactical Command is responsible for ensuring that tactical strategies remain flexible and responsive to the changing nature of emergencies. It emphasises collaboration among agencies, efficient communication and the ability to adapt in real-time (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.57).  Effective tactical co-ordination is essential to ensure that the response is in harmony with the overarching strategic framework. 

For instance, during Storm Dennis, tactical commanders within the local authority co-ordinated the movement of sandbags and emergency shelter logistics, while maintaining communication with strategic command to reprioritise based on flooding forecasts. This flexibility is critical during recovery too, for example, adjusting plans as damage assessments evolve.
[bookmark: _Toc197778843]Operational (Bronze) command level encompasses front-line responders tasked with the “management of immediate ―hands-on work” on site of the incident, ensuring the tactical directives are implemented (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.55). They offer immediate feedback to tactical commanders, thereby supporting adaptive decision-making processes.

Operational responders play a dual role: they manage the immediate response—such as rescue operations, cordoning off hazards, or distributing emergency supplies—and also provide vital information for early-stage recovery planning. Their on-the-ground insights guide the work of Recovery Co-ordinating Groups once the acute phase ends.

In the aftermath of major incidents, Operational level activities shift from direct intervention to supporting community welfare efforts, such as helping residents return home or reconnect with services.

This emergency command structure is not only vital for controlling live incidents but also for ensuring a structured and phased recovery. Clear roles, real-time communication and established co-ordination channels allow for a seamless transition from immediate response into sustainable recovery efforts.
[bookmark: _Toc197778844]Relevant Guidance and Best Practices for Effective Joint Working Arrangements
Effective joint working arrangements are critical in emergency response and recovery, ensuring that multiple agencies, including emergency services, local authorities and governmental organisations, can co-ordinate efficiently (JESIP, 2024, p.11). Several key frameworks and doctrines have been established to enhance interoperability and joint working in crisis situations. Among the most significant is the Response and Recovery non statutory guidance (2013) and the Joint Doctrine: The Interoperability Framework, developed under the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles (2024). This document explores the fundamental principles and guidance required for multi-agency collaboration during emergencies.
[bookmark: _Toc197778845]Response and Recovery non statutory guidance 2013
Effective joint working arrangements in emergency response and recovery are grounded in collaboration, co-ordination and communication among multiple agencies. The Cabinet Office's Emergency Response and Recovery Guidance (2013) outlines several best practices to ensure a unified and efficient approach, emphasising clear leadership, multi-agency cooperation and structured decision-making to support both immediate response efforts and long-term recovery.
As previously noted, the recovery to an emergency should have a well-defined command and control framework. According to the Cabinet Office guidance, Emergency Response and Recovery (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.53), “It is expected that all involved responder agencies will work in a directed and co-ordinated fashion”. The guidance highlights the significance of the Strategic (Gold), Tactical (Silver) and Operational (Bronze) Command Model, which enables singular organisations and multiple agencies to grasp the concept of a command hierarchy and its critical importance.
A key aspect of effective response is integrated information sharing, as quoted within the guidance “ The co-operation and information sharing duties in the CCA regime are designed not only to ensure there is a co-ordinated and consistent approach to preparing for emergencies but also to provide a basis for effective integration during emergency response and recovery” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.9). Platforms like ResilienceDirect facilitate real-time data exchange, ensuring all stakeholders remain informed. 
The guidance further quotes “The range of organisations involved in emergency response and recovery can pose difficulties for the effective management of local operations” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.22). Multi-agency exercises help responders understand each other's roles, build trust and refine co-ordination mechanisms before a real emergency occurs.  
The guidance also goes on to note Public communication is vital, “to the successful handling of any emergency” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.136), as well as ensuring transparency and encouraging community cooperation. In Wales, this takes on an added layer of complexity due to Welsh Language Standards, which require bilingual emergency messaging within 24 hours (Welsh Government, 2022). This affects both the response and recovery states, particularly when delivering public health information or post incident updates.
These practices collectively help responders to navigate the complexity of emergencies with greater co-ordination, supporting efficient transitions from immediate life saving measures to longer term recovery work. 
[bookmark: _Toc197778846]Joint Doctrine: The Interoperability Framework 2024
The Joint Doctrine: The Interoperability Framework (JESIP, 2024) provides a structured model for ensuring that emergency services operate effectively together during response and recovery. Developed in response to the Pollock Report (2013), which examined 32 major UK incidents between 1986 and 2010 which highlighted recurring interoperability failures, JESIP aims to improve multi-agency co-ordination in complex emergencies.
[bookmark: _Toc197778847]The doctrine is built around five core principles, each enhancing effectiveness across both phases:
[bookmark: _Toc197778848]Co-location
Agencies are encouraged to establish shared operational sites early in an incident to enable faster communication and aligned decision-making (JESIP, 2024, p.13). This also supports smoother transition into recovery, allowing welfare, housing and infrastructure leads to begin co-ordinated planning.
Communication
JESIP stresses that “effective communication between responders and responder organisations underpins effective joint working” (JESIP, 2024, p.14). Agreed terminology and real-time updates are essential; failures—such as those seen at the Manchester Arena—demonstrate how poor communication can delay lifesaving action and disrupt early recovery efforts (Saunders, 2022, p.135).
[bookmark: _Toc197778849]Co-ordination
Shared leadership structures help agencies understand each other's capabilities and constraints (JESIP, 2024, p.15). Effective co-ordination enables task division, for example, between health services delivering psychosocial support and local councils managing environmental recovery. 
[bookmark: _Toc197778850]Joint Understanding of Risk
While agencies assess risk differently, joint operations require a unified view (JESIP, 2024, p.16). A shared risk picture informs recovery decisions, such as the safe reopening of public infrastructure.
[bookmark: _Toc197778851]Shared Situational Awareness
Using tools like the METHANE model, agencies can form a consistent understanding of an evolving situation. JESIP notes that “shared situational awareness is essential for effective interoperability” (JESIP, 2021, p. 16).
The consistent application of JESIP enhances both the immediacy of response and the quality of recovery by promoting clarity, shared objectives and faster multi-agency co-ordination. However, despite widespread training, incidents such as the Manchester Arena attack revealed persistent gaps in the application of JESIP principles—particularly in communication and co-ordination (Saunders, 2022, p135).  This highlights a continued disconnect between policy and practice. Fully embedding JESIP into organisational culture and day-to-day operations remains a critical challenge for both Wales and the wider UK.
The METHANE model provides a structured method for all organisations on establishing a ‘shared situational awareness’ of an incident.
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Figure 1. METHANE (JESIP, 2024, p.21)
[bookmark: _Toc197778852]Joint Decision Making Model
 The ‘Joint Decision Making in the Real World: Recommendations for Improving JDM’ document states that JESIP’s Joint Decision Model (JDM) outlines two primary objectives: to “save life” and “reduce harm” (CREST, 2016, p. 7). 
The Joint Decision Model (JDM) is a key framework under JESIP that supports structured, co-ordinated and effective decision making during emergencies.  Developed to help agencies work towards common goals, to “save life” and “reduce harm” (JESIP, 2024, p.24).  Its key strength is its flexibility, as it can be applied to incidents of any scale, from localised incidents to national emergencies, while maintaining a consistent framework.
The JDM guides responders through a cycle of gathering information, assessing risks and options and reviewing actions during the response and recovery phase of an emergency. This structured approach ensures that responders remain focused even in dynamic or high stress environments. The model is particularly valuable in multi-agency situations where responders may have different priorities or legal duties (JESIP, 2024, p.24). For example, police may prioritise public safety while health services focus on clinical outcomes. The JDM helps organisations work through decisions collaboratively, ensuring actions are aligned and legally sound.
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Figure 2. Joint Decision Model (JESIP, 2024, p.23)
[bookmark: _Toc197778853]Training and Exercising
Training and exercising are essential for ensuring that Category 1 and 2 responders, along with other relevant organisations, can deliver a co-ordinated and effective emergency response and recovery. Regular joint exercises enable emergency services, local authorities and infrastructure providers to familiarise themselves with multi-agency roles, test interoperability frameworks and build confidence in collaborative working (Cabinet Office, 2020, p.20).
Scenario-based activities—such as table-top exercises and live simulations—allow responders to validate plans, test decision-making protocols and identify operational gaps in a controlled setting (UK Resilience Academy, 2024, p.5).These activities support both response and recovery by building relationships, clarifying roles and encouraging real-time communication under pressure.
Beyond immediate response, joint training strengthens long-term recovery co-ordination. It ensures that organisations understand their responsibilities during the transition from response to recovery and can work together on housing, welfare, health and environmental restoration (JESIP, 2024, p.8).
[bookmark: _Toc197778854]Use of Technology and Digital platforms 
Technology is a key enabler of integrated emergency management. Platforms such as ResilienceDirect, live GIS mapping tools and automated alert systems support real-time information sharing and consistent communication across agencies (JESIP, 2024, p.29). These tools enhance situational awareness and help co-ordinate both tactical response and longer-term recovery activities, such as tracking infrastructure repairs or managing community support hubs.
[bookmark: _Toc197778855]Good record keeping and debriefs
Effective record keeping and structured debriefs are vital for organisational learning and legal accountability. Accurate logs, decision records and action reports help agencies assess performance, justify actions and improve future planning. As the Cabinet Office notes, “it allows lessons to be identified and made more widely available” for future emergencies (Cabinet Office 2013, p79).
Hot and cold debriefs, conducted during and after emergencies, provide opportunities for reflection and improvement. These should feed into future training cycles, revised contingency plans and strategic learning at both local and national levels.
[bookmark: _Toc197778856]In summary, structured frameworks, joint principles and best practices enable co-ordinated, timely and effective emergency response and recovery. These elements support informed decision-making, resource efficiency and inter-agency collaboration. When embedded into planning and operations, they strengthen resilience and reduce the long-term impact of emergencies on communities through a smoother transition from response to recovery.
Emergency Response and Recovery
In Wales, the Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) framework provides a comprehensive approach to managing all aspects of emergency preparedness, response and recovery. A key component of this framework is the Emergency Response and Recovery process, which operates under established governance structures to ensure effective co-ordination among responder agencies (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.8). These phases are designed to minimise harm, manage risks and support communities through both an immediate, structured response and a strategic, long-term recovery that restores normality and resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc197778857]Emergency Response Phase
The emergency response phase focuses on immediate actions to mitigate risks, protect life and limit damage to property and the environment (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.10). It is time-critical and requires co-ordinated multi-agency activity, primarily involving Category 1 responders such as emergency services, local authorities and health bodies. These organisations work collaboratively under the Joint Decision Model (JDM) to assess risk, prioritise interventions and allocate resources efficiently.
Command structures such as the Strategic, Tactical and Operational, supported by JESIP principles, ensure a scalable and structured approach to managing incidents (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.50).  Effective multi-agency communication is essential during this phase to manage escalation, maintain shared situational awareness and facilitate rapid decision-making (JESIP, 2024, p.10). For example, a cohesive command structure at outset of a severe weather event enables speedy well informed decision making, enabling swift evacuations, effective public communication and prioritisation of critical infrastructure protection.
[bookmark: _Toc197778858]Emergency Recovery Phase
While the response phase typically spans a matter of hours or days, the recovery phase may extend over weeks, months, or even years depending on the scale and complexity of the emergency. “Recovery is defined as the process of rebuilding, restoring and rehabilitating the community following an emergency” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.10). 
The recovery phase should begin as early as possible, often running concurrently with the response. Recovery is typically characterised as “complex and long-running”, requiring cooperation across public, private and voluntary sectors to restore infrastructure, support public health and address environmental and economic impacts (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.83). The objective is to attain a satisfactory level of functionality and to return communities to a stable and resilient condition.
Responsibility for recovery usually lies with the Recovery Co-ordinating Group (RCG), chaired by the Local Authority. However, in large-scale or cross-regional emergencies, leadership may be assumed by Welsh Government for devolved matters, or UK Government where appropriate (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 92).
Key recovery actions include the repair of infrastructure, provision of long-term housing, business continuity support and access to health and well-being services. The transition between response and recovery is supported by early planning, proactive communication with communities and alignment with existing local resilience strategies (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.85). 
[bookmark: _Toc197778859]Key Considerations Before, During, and After the Recovery Phase
[bookmark: _Toc197778860]
Before the Recovery Phase
Before recovery begins, establishing the Recovery Co-ordinating Group (RCG) is essential to ensure a clear and unified recovery strategy is agreed (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 94). For example, during Storm Dennis (2020), RCGs were activated promptly across affected Welsh LRFs to co-ordinate efforts and prioritise recovery.
Early impact assessments should be conducted to identify damage to critical infrastructure, housing, the environment and local economies (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.94).Clear communication must also be established from the outset to inform the public about recovery plans, timelines, safety measures and available support.
Community engagement during this stage strengthens recovery outcomes and social cohesion. Local groups play a vital role in co-ordinating volunteers and feeding community needs back to local authorities (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.94).
[bookmark: _Toc197778861]During the Recovery Phase
Restoration of essential services such as power, water, transportation and communication networks is a priority during this phase (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.94). Housing needs must be addressed via local authorities and housing associations, providing temporary and long-term accommodation for displaced residents following incidents like flooding or landslides.
Communication remains vital—not only to inform the public but also to gather input from voluntary organisations and residents, helping responders identify unmet needs, especially among vulnerable groups. NHS and social care services must be supported to manage physical injuries, chronic conditions and mental health concerns (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.94).
Local authorities guide businesses in implementing continuity plans and accessing support. Groups such as Swansea BID can co-ordinate access to grants or business rate relief following localised emergencies. Authorities also lead street and infrastructure cleaning to ensure public areas are safe and usable (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.94).
RCGs must monitor progress against recovery objectives. Recovery is not linear, flexible decision-making is needed to manage delays, funding gaps, or further incidents (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.94).
After the Recovery Phase
Structured debriefings and reviews are vital to identify lessons learned and inform updates to emergency plans and training (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 105). For example, following the Skewen mine water flooding (2021), Neath Port Talbot Council revised local mapping protocols, improving awareness of underground watercourses.
Post-incident debriefs should be shared beyond LRF boundaries and, where appropriate, escalated to pan-Wales or UK forums to enable shared learning and consistent practice. Community feedback is equally important. Public surveys can help assess what worked well and where improvements are needed, such as better alert systems or awareness campaigns (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 106).
Long-term support remains essential. For example, the Flood Recovery Fund for Wales, activated after Storm Bert, provided financial and psychological support to families well after the initial event, underscoring that recovery must extend beyond physical repairs (Welsh Government, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc197778862]Public Inquiries in Emergency Response and Recovery
Public inquiries and judicial reviews play a vital role in evaluating how emergency response and recovery efforts are managed. They identify systemic failures, assess organisational accountability and recommend improvements to assist in the prevention of similar issues in the future.

These legal mechanisms also serve as a form of public reassurance, demonstrating that agencies are held to account for their actions and omissions during emergencies. In doing so, they directly influence emergency planning, organisational culture and the allocation of resources across both response and recovery phases (Institute for Government, 2025). 

[bookmark: _Toc197778863]Grenfell Tower 
The Grenfell Tower Inquiry report (2024) exposed significant shortcomings in emergency response, concluding that “arrangements for responding to civil emergencies were severely tested and in many respects did not perform as well as expected” (Moore-Bick, Arkbor, and Istephan, 2024, p. 45). These failures stemmed from a lack of preparedness, poor co-ordination and inadequately trained responders, which delayed interventions and reduced overall effectiveness.
A major issue was the shortage of trained staff, limiting the ability of Category 1 responders to co-ordinate efforts effectively. The lack of interoperability between emergency services exacerbated the crisis, leading to conflicting decision-making and delayed evacuations (Moore-Bick et al., 2024, p. 26).

The recovery phase also revealed systemic weaknesses. The inquiry found that authorities failed to “meet the basic needs of those displaced in the days immediately following the fire”, particularly in securing housing and mental health support (Moore-Bick et al., 2024, p. 46). These findings underscore the importance of recovery planning being integrated into the initial response. Recovery cannot be treated as a separate phase, it must begin early with welfare, shelter and community engagement plans in place and scalable. 

[bookmark: _Toc197778864]Manchester Arena
The Manchester Arena Inquiry (2022) identified critical failures in multi-agency co-ordination, describing the response as a “significant JESIP failure” (Saunders, 2022, p. 279). The lack of shared situational awareness and ineffective communication led to confusion among emergency responders.

A key failure was the breakdown of inter-agency communication, particularly within Greater Manchester Police. The report quoted the” (FDO) never spoke to the Operational/Bronze Commander”, which shows a fundamental breach of JESIP principles (Saunders, 2022, p. 328). This fragmentation of command structures resulted in delays and misallocation of critical resources.

The Manchester Arena findings also spurred renewed emphasis in Wales on reinforcing JESIP training, testing real time communications and ensuring all levels of command are briefed and connected during live incidents.

Additionally, Welsh LRFs have since reviewed their multi-agency protocols to ensure interoperability failures like those in Manchester are less likely to occur. Exercises at a local and LRF now routinely include JESIP stress testing, recovery simulations and digital communication tool rehearsals.

[bookmark: _Toc197778865]Mitigating Legal Risks through Effective Response Best Practices
To reduce potential legal challenges following response and recovery efforts, agencies must adopt a proactive, transparent and well-co-ordinated approach to emergency management. A crucial part of this is ensuring that all responding organisations “be properly prepared and be clear about their roles and responsibilities” (Cabinet Office, 2013, p.14) at both individual and multi-agency levels, across all command and operational structures, to ensure a co-ordinated and effective response. 
Regular joint training, live exercises and multi-agency planning sessions help solidify that clarity in practice. These activities build familiarity with JESIP principles reinforce command structures and ensure responders can act decisively under pressure (Cabinet Office, 2012, p. 22). Multi-agency exercising also supports in recovery preparedness. For example, simulated housing crisis exercises help local authorities test co-ordination, resource logistics and decision making under legal scrutiny.
The use of JESIP principles, particularly communication and co-location is central to legal risk mitigation (JESIP, 2024, p. 8). As the Manchester Arena and Grenfell inquiries showed, failures in these areas led directly to loss of life and reputational damage for the agencies involved. 
Strict compliance with statutory obligations, especially those under the CCA 2004, is another legal safeguard. Accurate record keeping such as decision logs and debrief summaries is vital for demonstrating this compliance (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 79). Continuous review and adaptation of emergency response strategies, informed by debriefs, past incidents and best practices, allows for “lessons to be identified and made more widely available for the benefit of those who might be involved in future emergencies” which will ensure that agencies remain prepared for future crises while minimising legal risks (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 79).
Empowering local resilience and voluntary organisations also acts as a mitigation towards legal risk. Local communities often act as first responders, offering support such as shelter, supplies and vital information before official agencies arrive. In Wales, voluntary organisations like the British Red Cross, St John Ambulance and local town councils play a key role by providing welfare support, transport and community outreach. Initiatives such as Community Emergency Plans, supported by local authorities and the Wales Resilience Partnership Team (WRPT), empower residents to prepare for and respond to emergencies at the grassroots level (Welsh Government, 2022). Integrating these groups into planning and exercising efforts strengthens public trust, accelerates recovery and fosters long-term resilience.
Finally, scaling up debrief findings to LRF and national levels allows lessons to be identified beyond localised boundaries. This helps avoid repeated mistakes and meets the legal and moral obligation to improve UK wide resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc197778866]Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc192696809][bookmark: _Toc192247634]Wales has established a comprehensive and legally embedded framework to manage civil emergencies, underpinned by devolved responsibilities, multi-agency collaboration and strategic co-ordination. The integration of the Civil Contingencies Act 2004, the Pan-Wales Response Plan and interoperability principles from JESIP ensures that responders across sectors can act decisively during both the response and recovery phases.
This paper has explored how Wales’ distinct emergency management system—from local LRF-led planning to escalation through ECC (W) and COBR—enables a coherent approach to incidents affecting communities. Command structures such as Strategic, Tactical and Operational supported by shared situational awareness and clear leadership, allow agencies to respond quickly and transition into recovery with purpose and co-ordination.
The recovery phase, often underestimated, has been shown to rely on early planning, local authority leadership and voluntary sector integration. Community resilience, town and community councils and third-sector engagement are increasingly vital in ensuring recovery is inclusive, representative and grounded in local needs. Legal accountability, public scrutiny and inquiry findings—such as Grenfell and Manchester Arena—demonstrate that response must be proactive, recovery must be inclusive and both must be underpinned by operational readiness.
Future risks including climate change, industrial hazards and cyber threats will test these systems further. Wales must continue investing in resilience by strengthening digital infrastructure, enhancing joint training and embedding recovery planning into all stages of emergency management. Regional differences, language considerations and access to services must also be considered to ensure no community is left behind.
Wales’ emergency response and recovery arrangements reflect a holistic approach tailored to its communities, geography and governance. Their effectiveness depends not only on structures and legislation, but on the sustained collaboration, preparedness and adaptability of agencies working together to protect life and build long-term resilience in the face of civil emergencies. 
Continuous improvement through lessons learned, enhanced training protocols and strengthened inter-agency relationships will be key in ensuring that Wales remains resilient in the face of future emergencies. By embedding a culture of preparedness, transparency and innovation, Wales can serve as a model for other regions striving to enhance their emergency response frameworks.
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