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INSTRUCTIONS FOR EXTERNAL EMERGENCY PLAN EXERCISES

1	 External emergency plan exercise 
process and its goals

The goals set for an external emergency plan exercise should be kept in mind throughout 
the exercise process. When each participant is familiar with the main features of the 
exercise process and its goals, the exercise is motivating and rewarding. A clear and 
logically processing exercise process makes planning and implementing an external 
emergency plan exercise quicker and easier.

1.1	 Exercise process

An external emergency plan exercise is a process of 9 to 15 months in duration. It is 
divided into the planning and preparation stage before the exercise, the actual exercise, 
and the evaluation and development stage after the exercise. The times suggested in this 
document are indicative and give an idea of the time frame for completing an exercise. 
Figure 1 shows the stages of the exercise process. For a detailed description, see below in 
this document. 

PLANNING AND PREPATATION STAGE IMPLEMENTATION STAGE EVALUATION AND DEVELOPMENT STAGE

- 1 month 0 months 1 to 6 month 6 months 7 months 9 months 9 to 15 
months

Advance 
preparations

Kick-off 
meeting

Preparation 
stage

External emergency plan 
exercise

Exercise evaluation stage Development 
measures

Command post  
exercise

Operational 
exercise

Feedback 
event

Reporting

Figure 1.  The external emergency plan exercise process.
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1.2	 Exercise goals

The goals of an external emergency plan exercise are to improve the authorities’ and 
operators’ capabilities for collaboration as well as the site’s safety competence and 
arrangements.

The exercise should cover the following themes:

•	 initial response actions

•	 cooperation

•	 incident command

•	 communications

•	 effectiveness of internal and external rescue plans.

In addition to the general goals, each participating organisation determines its specific 
objectives.

On sites located within the same area (‘domino sites’), selecting several exercise forms 
is recommended, making it easier to include exercises that benefit each operator in the 
overall plan.
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2	 Planning and preparation stage of an 
exercise

The planning and preparation stage of an external rescue plan exercise lays the 
foundation for the entire exercise process. This stage also plays an important role in the 
learning and development process related to the exercise.

2.1	 Advance preparations

The purpose of advance preparations is to pave the way for a successful kick-off meeting 
and the actual preparations for the exercise. An exercise leader appointed by the rescue 
department contacts the operator to make arrangements for launching the preparations. 
The following advance preparations are part of the exercise process:

•	 The operator is informed of their duty to organise an external emergency plan 
exercise, and a date is picked for the kick-off meeting.

•	 The form and scope of the exercise, a scenario based on the safety report

•	 as well as the organisations to be invited to the kick-off meeting are 
determined roughly with the operator.

•	 An advance notification of the kick-off meeting is given to the partners as

•	 well as the supervisory authorities well ahead of its date.

•	 The parties familiarise themselves with the report on a previous external 
emergency plan exercise and major accident risks (e.g. external emergency 
plan, internal rescue plan), completed emergency response tasks and safety 
incidents.

•	 An invitation and an agenda are prepared for the kick-off meeting, and they 
are sent to the organisations as agreed (Appendix 1).
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When determining the organisations participating in the planning and the actual exercise, 
the site’s location, operations and risks as well as the accident scenario of the exercise 
and the exercise form are always taken into consideration. Figure 2 contains examples of 
organisations participating in the exercise.

Rescue department
and operator(s) Infrastructure 

operators

Environmental 
protection authority

the Finnish 
Border Guard

Hospital districtEmergency Response 
Centre agency

Social authoritiesMinistry of the 
Interior

Other operators in the 
industrial areaPolice

Regional State 
Administrative Agency

Third sector, e.g. Finnish 
Red Cross/Voluntary 

Rescue Service
Defence Forces

Municipality

Transport and 
Communication Agency

Centre for Economic 
Development, Transport 

and the Environment
Finnish Safety and 
Chemicals Agency

Figure 2.  Examples of organisations participating in an exercise.

2.2	 Kick-off meeting

At the kick-off meeting, collaborative preparations for the exercise are launched together 
with a preparation group representing the different organisations. The meeting is chaired 
by a representative of the rescue department. The kick-off meeting should cover the 
following items:

•	 introduction to the exercise process (Appendix 2)

•	 assessing the implementation of the development measures 
determined following the previous external emergency plan exercise

•	 planning the exercise scenario and forms

•	 exercise goals
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•	 work plan for the exercise process (including timeline, visits to the site, 
estimated resources)

•	 identifying persons responsible for the exercise

•	 deciding on the date/s of the exercise

•	 using the following format when naming the exercise is 
recommended: ‘External emergency plan exercise - site - year’, for 
example ‘External emergency plan exercise Vuosaari Harbour 2019’

•	 determining the needs for training prior to the exercise

•	 tasks to be completed before the following meeting.

2.3	 Exercise preparation stage

In the preparation stage, three to five planning meetings as well as the required number 
of other meetings related to the preparations are usually organised. These meetings 
may, for example, be training sessions preceding the exercise or concern preparations 
for simulating an accident situation. A memorandum is produced on each preparation 
meeting and distributed to the exercise working group, the Regional State Administrative 
Agency and the supervisory authorities responsible for the site. The meeting 
memorandum should itemise the participants, completed and new tasks, other decisions 
made at the meeting, and the date of the following meeting. A template for meeting 
memorandums is attached to this document (Appendix 3).

After the kick-off meeting, the preparation stage tasks include:

•	 requesting a preliminary assessment of the exercise scenario and form 
from the Regional State Administrative Agency

•	 setting the goals of the exercise

•	 planning and preparing the exercise scenario

•	 arranging the training sessions and site visits associated with the 
exercise

•	 preparing an exercise plan; a plan template is attached (Appendix 4)

•	 preparing a cost estimate (recommendation)

•	 identifying the risks and hazards of the exercise (recommendation)

•	 practical arrangements of the external emergency plan exercise 
(Appendix 5).
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3	 Implementation stage
The preparations lead up to an external emergency plan exercise. The exercise produces 
information about different operators’ practices, builds up cooperation, helps to identify 
important development areas, and highlights shortcomings in safety plans, practices and 
equipment. The aspects that must be practised in the external emergency plan exercise 
include initial response actions, cooperation, incident command and communications. For 
details of these aspects, see Table 1.

Table 1.  Objectives and contents of an external emergency plan exercise

Objective Content

Initial response actions Initial response actions of the operator’s personnel on the scene 
Launch of command team’s work

Cooperation Launching rescue activities together with the operator 
Inter-authority cooperation
See Figure 2.

Command Command team work
Command of rescue activities (incl. Command Centre, Situation Centre)
Operator’s situation management (e.g. process, logistics, personnel)

Communications Public emergency announcements
Operator’s internal communications
Internal communications of the rescue sector (incl. reporting in compliance with the valid instructions 
issued by the Ministry of the Interior/Regional State Administrative Agency) External information acti-
vities and communication (incl. controlling misinformation)

External rescue plan exercises can be organised and carried out in several different ways, 
accounting for the site’s specific features, risks and operation. If a rescue department 
organises several external rescue plan exercises in the same calendar year, these exercises 
may share some parts, including seminars as well as training and practice events.
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External rescue plan exercises can be implemented in different ways, including multi-
form exercises, tabletop exercises, operational field exercises and development seminars. 
In a multi-form exercise, events of different types and forms can be combined into a 
single external emergency plan exercise. The exercise plan should indicate which parts 
constitute the external emergency plan exercise. If an exercise focuses on one or several 
areas instead of constituting an operational field exercise, the areas that receive less 
attention should be addressed in the site’s following external emergency plan exercise. 
See Table 2 for a more detailed introduction to various exercise forms.
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Table 2.  Forms of external emergency plan exercises

EXERCISE FORMS CONTENT EXAMPLES/APPLICATIONS

OPERATIONAL FIELD 
EXERCISE

A comprehensive exercise that comprises all areas.
•	 General command
•	 Multi-authority activities
•	 Command Centre’s and Situation Centre’s roles
•	 At minimum a company-level exercise
•	 Operator’s initial response actions, for 

example issuing an internal emergency alert 
and taking cover, rescue, process control

•	 Local government activities

Highly suitable for sites with great numbers of 
personnel and industrial estates. In the area of 
the exercise focusing on command, virtual units 
can be used in addition to actual ones.

DEVELOPMENT SEMINAR 
DAY(S)

Rescue departments, operators, other authorities 
and safety organisations come together to 
consider actions for developing the site’s safety 
and its future challenges, changes and threats.

Development seminar themes may include:
•	 Risks/threats relevant to the production area
•	 Safety and fire extinguishing systems
•	 Requirements of the external emergency 

plan exercise, internal rescue plan and 
Seveso Directive

•	 Extreme weather events caused by climate 
change (extensive wildfires caused by 
drought, storms and floods, periods of very 
low temperatures)

•	 Long-standing disruptions, including power 
cuts and telecommunications outages

•	 Cyber threats
•	 Oil and chemical vessel disasters.

MANAGEMENT EXERCISE
(Tabletop exercise)

In a tabletop exercise, the participants practise 
for an emergency in simulated conditions, using 
virtual resources and following a script prepared 
in advance. This type of exercise can help to 
ascertain the effectiveness of an external and 
internal rescue plan.

Highly suitable for practising for
long-standing situations and all types of sites 
but particularly warehouses and extractive 
waste facilities.

MULTI-FORM EXERCISE 
 
Includes several 
different areas linked to 
the exercise scenario.
 
A multi-form exercise 
must cover at least 
three areas.

Actions indicated by the site-specific rescue plan 
as separate exercises, for example giving the 
alarm, fire extinguishing systems, initial response 
actions.

An example of a multi-form exercise: The 
scenario is an engine room fire on a large cargo 
ship in a port area.
 
The exercise consists of:

1.	 A training day on extinguishing a fire on a 
ship

2.	 Several different operational exercises in the 
port area

3.	 Site visits.
4.	 Initial response actions in case of an accident 

as set out in port operators’ internal rescue 
plans, internal information flows, fire 
extinguishing systems and taking cover

Site visits which cover the site’s risks, operation 
and safety systems.

Several different operational exercises.

Training events relevant to the site’s risks.

Exercises specific to the different stations of the 
rescue department personnel.

After an external emergency plan exercise, a short debriefing is organised with key 
operators, in which each participant can bring up the most important development areas 
identified during the exercise.
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4	 Evaluation and 
development stage

The evaluation and development stage is launched after the exercise by collecting 
written feedback from the participants and observers. The compatibility and usability 
of the internal and external rescue plan are assessed based on the feedback, and 
key development areas are identified. An exercise report is drawn up on the basis of 
the conclusions made in the evaluation stage and submitted to the Regional State 
Administrative Agency.

The evaluation of the exercise process is part of the rescue department’s self-evaluation 
and stakeholders’ peer evaluation, the purpose of which is to improve the work of the 
rescue department as the implementer of the exercise process.

4.1	 Feedback event

The purpose of collecting feedback is to assess how well the goals set out in the exercise 
plan were attained and the exercise process implemented.

National and local perspectives should be taken into account when formulating the 
feedback questions, and more detail related to specific exercises may be added to 
the questions. To examine the national perspective, any development areas related to 
communications, incident command and equipment should be covered, among other 
things. The questions concerning the local level may focus on preparations for the 
exercise, initial response actions on site, rescue activities and their command, cooperation, 
communications, equipment, emergency medical services, information activities and the 
operation of the command team.

Feedback collection may be based on an electronic survey platform, and either open-
ended or multiple choice questions may be used.



18

PUBLICATIONS OF THE MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR  2020:7

Feedback provided at the debriefing and collected after the exercise is summarised 
and discussed at the feedback event. The feedback event should be attended by 
representatives of the participating organisations and the relevant authorities. The event 
is organised at the latest one month after the exercise. Development measures, the time 
frame for their implementation and the parties responsible for the measures are decided 
at the event.

4.2	 Reporting

The rescue department and the operator must jointly prepare a report on the exercise 
(Appendix 4) within three months. The report should contain at least the following:

•	 A short description of the planning process of the major accident 
exercise

•	 and the parties involved in it

•	 The dates on which the exercise was planned and implemented

•	 A description of the contents of the exercise, its participants and its 
implementation

•	 Key observations on the exercise and the implementation of any 
development measures

•	 Needs to update the internal and external rescue plan

•	 Training events organised.

The exercise report should be prepared in compliance with the Act on the Openness of 
Government Activities (621/1999) and the EU General Data Protection Regulation.

The rescue department must save the exercise reports of Seveso installations required 
to produce safety reports to the KEMU register maintained by the Finnish Safety and 
Chemicals Agency. The rescue department also forwards the exercise report to the 
participants and the Regional State Administrative Agency for their information. The 
Regional State Administrative Agency’s evaluation criteria are attached (Appendix 7).
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4.3	 Development stage

The development stage of the exercise is launched after the feedback event once the 
development areas have been identified and a plan for the required measures has 
been drawn up. The development stage consists of implementing and monitoring the 
development measures. For example, the monitoring can take place at a follow-up 
meeting organised six to nine months after the exercise, at which the implementation of 
the selected development measures is evaluated. If the development measures have not 
been completed, the reason for this is established, and further measures are decided on.
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Appendices

Appendix 1	 Invitation and agenda of the kick-off meeting 

Appendix 2	 Presentation for a kick-off meeting

Appendix 3	 Meeting memorandum

Appendix 4	 Exercise plan and report template 

Appendix 5	 Check list

Appendix 6	 Feedback survey on an external emergency plan exercise

Appendix 7	 Evaluation of an external emergency plan exercise

http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_6_UPS-harjoituksen_palautekysely.pdf
http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_2_Aloituskokouksen_esitys.pptx
http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_3_Kokousmuistio.docx
http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_4_Harjoitussuunnitelma-_ja_raporttipohja.docx
http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_5_Tarkastuslista.docx
http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_6_UPS-harjoituksen_palautekysely.pdf
http://ups.pelastustoimi.net/SM_2019_37_Liite_7_UPS_harjoituksen_arviointi.xlsx
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