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2016 Inaugural DC OCME Districtwide Fatality Management  

Symposium and Full-Scale Exercise Lessons Learned 

 

DC Mass Fatality Symposium Overview 
 
The DC Mass Fatality Symposium was a 2-day symposium that brought together over 100 
public safety, public health and agency executives from across the National Capital Region 
(NCR) to discuss managing mass fatalities in preparation for the 2017 Presidential Inauguration.   
The theme of this multiagency, multidisciplinary event was to bring experts from around the 
National Capital Region to discuss and exercise fatality management and forensic response to 
multiple, simultaneous attacks, or complex coordinated attacks (CCAs).   The symposium 
provided an opportunity for mid to upper-level managers, agency directors and high-level 
decision-makers, and subject-matter experts to share knowledge and first-hand experiences 
from actual incidents.  Keynote addresses were provided by the SMEs that managed the mass 
fatality incidents at San Bernardino, Paris and Nice, France.  The symposium culminated in a 
multi-agency tabletop exercise (TTX), the scenario for which served as the basis for the 
subsequent 3-day full-scale exercise. 
 
DC Mass Fatality Exercise Overview 
 
This full-scale exercise consisted of three (3) full days at multiple locations; District of Columbia 
Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, District of Columbia Homeland Security Emergency 
Management Agency (HSEMA), District of Columbia Department of Forensic Sciences Training 
Site, the District of Columbia Office of Unified Communications, Metropolitan Police Department 
and the Ellipse.  Exercise play was limited to the consequence management, forensic 
investigation and victim identification of two separate, but coordinated terrorist attacks within the 
District of Columbia.  The exercise was attended by approximately 200 people throughout the 
three (3) day event. 
 
The exercise was organized into three fatality management services (FMS) operations spanning 
through two (2) fundamental operational phases of response: Immediate Response Actions 
(field response) and Intermediate Response Actions (disaster morgue and disaster victim 
identification).  The scenario presented to players was a simultaneous complex coordinated 
attack (CCA) with a suicide bomber and vehicle-bourne improvised explosive device (VBIED) at 
a café and an active shooter at the District of Columbia Homeland Security Emergency 
Management Agency. 
 
 
 
 



Exercise Goals and Objectives 
 
The purpose of this exercise was to provide participants with an opportunity to operationalize 
current response concepts, plans and capabilities in response to numerous fatalities that 
occurred from a complex coordinated attack. The exercise focused upon unified command and 
interagency communication, collaborative field response, collection of missing persons 
information, disaster morgue operations and disaster victim identification. The full-scale exercise 
planning team established the following training objectives for this exercise:   
• Perform forensic field operations 
• Ability of the OCME Operations/Command Centers to provide situational awareness, 

notifications and relay data and information between the field, OCME Incident Management 
Team (IMT), and other participating agencies and stakeholders 

• Perform disaster morgue operations 
• Perform antemortem data collection 
• Perform disaster victim identification operations 
 
 
Executive Summary 
 
Since 2014, the District of Columbia (DC) Office of Chief Medical Examiner (OCME) has been 
engaged in extensive disaster planning efforts to prepare agency staff, district and federal 
partners to manage mass fatalities likely to result from a man-made or natural (all hazards) 
event.   
OCME conducted the first full-scale exercise to evaluate the ability of the OCME, Department of 
Forensic Sciences (DFS), Metropolitan Police Department (MPD), Office of Unified 
Communications (OUC), the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) and Wendt Center for 
Healing staff to respond to a mass fatality (MF) event in the District of Columbia.  The design 
and evaluation of the Mass Fatality Management FSE followed guidance set forth by the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program 
(HSEEP).   
The purpose of the MFM FSE was to engage all stakeholders who have a role in fatality 
management response in an operational exercise to respond to a mass fatality incident using a 
complex coordinated attack scenario, specifically a post blast at a café and an active shooter at 
a government building. The evaluation of the noted agencies response to a MF event focused 
upon the following areas:  
 
• Field Response 
• Emergency Liaison Officers 
• Collection of missing persons information 
• Disaster Morgue (DM) 
• Victim Identification Center (VIC) 
• Disaster Victim Identification (DVI) 
 
The overarching goal of the MFM FSE was to provide agencies with an opportunity to increase 
their familiarity with their mass fatality operations and inform their specific mass fatality 
management plans as well as the Districtwide Mass Fatality Management Plan.  
 
All agencies demonstrated significant preparedness achievements for responding to a mass 
fatality event.   
 



 
Key Strengths 
 
Overall, the exercise was deemed successful by all agencies involved.  Key strengths included: 
• Agencies ability to collaborate and adapt to each other’s protocols and procedures as 

needed 
• Strong leadership with all agencies as well as the ability to problem solve and come to 

conclusions accepted by all parties 
• The DC Department of Forensic Sciences DFS’s staffs’ ability to support the OCME as a 

force multiplier was a key strength in the ability to carry out fatality management operations 
• The DC Consequence Management Team (CMT) meetings were well attended and worked 

through various high-level issues related to the event 
 
Areas for Improvement 
 
Participants successfully accomplished the objectives of the exercise, demonstrating their ability 
to appropriately respond to a mass fatality event and work in a collaborative effort by employing 
problem-solving techniques to overcome challenges and gaps in planning.  This exercise was 
designed to expose gaps in planning and inter-agency limitations in response capabilities.  The 
following briefly details the opportunities for improvement that were identified during the 
exercise: 
• Communications and situational awareness between scenes were inconsistent and lacked 

formal coordination 
• The lack of joint agency standard operating procedures (SOPs) for mass fatality and large-

scale crime scenes 
• The lack of information sharing capabilities between agencies was identified as an 

impediment to effective operations 
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