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Agenda

• Welcome 

• Overview VDEM

• Overview of VEST Bureau

• Overview VEST

• Question & Answer



Welcome

• Where are you from? / Sector you represent

• Local Government

• Private Sector

• State / Federal Government

• Non-Governmental Organization



VDEM History & Reorganization
Origins

• 1942: Office of Civilian Defense established by the General Assembly.

• 1950: Reestablished with new name, Office of Civil Defense.

• 1973: Virginia Emergency Services and Disaster Act established the 

Virginia Office of Emergency Services.

• 1979: FEMA established by President Carter.

• 2000: Renamed the Virginia Department of Emergency Management.

July 2015 – Jan. 2017 phased 18-month reorganization

• Phase I: Designated & trained all staff as emergency managers.

• Phase II: Realign 12 divisions into two integrated bureaus.

• Phase III: Open regional offices and decentralize.



VDEM Key Takeaways

• Governor is the director of emergency management by code.

• VDEM supports 139 local government emergency management coordinators; most are part-

time or one-person offices. All disasters start and end at the local level.

• Emergency management programs (local and state) are heavily reliant on federal grant 

funds. There is no dedicated emergency management revenue stream in Virginia, unlike 

other high-risk states.

• Response coordination is government-centric, recovery from disasters is community- and 

business-centric. Recovery from a large disaster may take years.

• Change of philosophy since Hurricane Katrina: lean forward and don’t wait for failure before 

acting.  We will be seldom-criticized for over-responding, we may be highly criticized for 

being slow or under-responding.



VDEM Today

• VDEM 

o Responsible for Comprehensive System for Emergency Management in VA

o Coordinate State Agency Response and Recovery efforts in VA (thru VEST)

 Lead for EIGHT Emergency Support Functions

 Support additional THREE Emergency Support Functions

• SIX Bureaus (reorganization July 1, 2020)

o Mission Support & Disaster Services – Original 2 Bureaus following 2015 Reorg

o Financial Management – former Division in MS 

o VEST – former Division reporting to State Coordinator

o Policy and Communications – former Division reporting to State Coordinator

o 9-1-1 and Geospatial Services – transfer from VITA
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VEST Bureau

• One of 6 Bureaus in VDEM (7 employees)

• Responsible for the day-to-day relationship building with state agencies

o Similar to Regional Staff (localities)

o Similar to Locality EM (county departments)

• Responsible for overall readiness of the Virginia Emergency 

Operations Center



How?

• VEST Bureau coordinates / facilitates 

• Relationship building (internal and external)

• Dot connecting

• Collaboration

• Coordination

• Cooperation

• All VDEM Employees are Emergency Managers



Commonwealth of Virginia Emergency 
Operations Plan (COVEOP)

• Framework for how the Commonwealth supports local 

governments, individuals, and businesses

• Improves capability to respond to and recover from 

disasters

• Emergency Management = Whole of Government 

responsibility

• Promulgated by Governor every 4 years

• Roles and responsibilities of all Executive Branch State 

Agencies

• Identifies command and control

• Emergency Support Function responsibilities

• https://www.vaemergency.gov/agency/planning/



Executive Order 41

• Directs Emergency Preparedness for All Executive Branch 

State Agencies:
o VEST Liaison Officer (VLO)

o Emergency Management Coordinator (EMC)

o Public Information Officer (PIO)

• VLO Responsibilities:
o Maintenance of agency employee roster

o Provide VEST staffing support 

o Agency Support Plans

o Oversight of disaster related costs

o Coordinate disaster-related information

o Agency’s NIMS compliance



Virginia Emergency Support Team

• 300+ Trained Members – 100+ State Agencies, Non-profit entities, 

and private sector partners

• Operationalize the Commonwealth of Virginia Emergency Operations 

Plan (COVEOP)

• Coordinate and support overall activities related to disaster response 

and recovery in support of local governments.

• Core management & administrative functions

• Information sharing upward (State Leadership), laterally (State 

Agencies/Local Governments) & downward (individual citizen).

• Bi-monthly Training and Exercise

• VESTEX & VOPEX
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Benefits of the VEST



Complexity requires a coordinated, resilient 
approach
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Typical VEST Structure



2020 Historic Year (All Hazards) 

• Special Events (Lobby Day)

• Regional Emergencies-

Flooding/Tornados 

• COVID-19 

• First Amendment/Protest 

Events 

• Hurricane Isaias 

• Elections

• December Winter Storm

Ongoing Response to COVID-19



2020 Historic Responses

• 2020 Activated for 2 simultaneous events for total 99 days 

COVID/First Amendment, COVID/Elections, COVID/Winter 

Weather

• 10 Major Events/Activations:

o Lobby Day 1/20

o R4 Severe Weather/Flooding 2/6

o COVID19 - 481 days (as of 6/15/21)

o First Amendment - 92 days

o Isaias - 4 days

o Elections - 5 days

o Winter Weather - (Dec 2020) 1+ days

o January 6th (Capitol Invasion/DC EMAC)

o Lobby Day/Inauguration - 3+ days activated (Jan 18-21)

o Winter Weather/Ice Storm (Jan 31 & Feb 11-26)



Initial COVID Response
• March 16, 2020 – July 31, 2020

o Quickly realized need for additional Command and Control Staffing

o Initial Activation of Commonwealth of Virginia Incident Management 

Team

 Mostly Virtual 

 Eight State Agencies / 123 individuals

o 78 COVID Sit Reps

 40 COVID Storyboards

 19 COVID ICS-201

o Unprecedented LOGS response (PPE)



Initial COVID Response



• New team (2020) – currently represented by core group of 5 

agencies & under development

o Virginia Department Of Forestry

o Virginia Department of Fire Programs

o Virginia Department of Conservation & Recreation

o Virginia Department of Emergency Management

o Virginia Defense Force

• First utilized for COVID response – support and facilitate the EOC 

processes behind the scenes

o Information collection 

o Documentation – Incident Support Plan

Commonwealth of Virginia Incident 

Management Team



Initial COVID Response
• Key Takeaways

o Implemented MS Teams VEST-wide

o Implemented weekly calls with Regional and VEST members

o Equity as a driver for response

o Private Sector Program



Hurricane Isaias

• July 31– August 4, 2020
o One of 3 Simultaneous Events  - COVID, Civil Unrest & Isaias

o First fully virtual hurricane activation

o Implemented changed processes 



2021 Historic Responses

• 2021 US Capitol Event / Lobby Day / Inauguration / 

Lexington Events

o Month-long event / support to DC

• 2021 Activated for 2 simultaneous events for 11 days 

(COVID-19 Vaccination / February Ice Storm)



2021 COVID Vaccination

• VEST Unified Command re-established (February)

• VDEM & VDH coordination through VEST Unified Command

o VEST brings Whole of Government Response

• Daily Command & General Staff meetings

• Weekly Incident Support Plan / Unified Objectives

• Continued focus on on testing of COVID-19 and its variants.

• Equity as a driver – groundbreaking / national best practice



• VEST Organizational Chart



Health Equity Pilot Program

Localities 

Identified for 

Participation 

Localities 

Committed to 

Program

Local Govs

hosting Comm. 

Engagement 

Events

Masks 

Distributed 

Bottles of 

Hand Sanitizer 

Distributed 

71 65 43 793,400 671,400

Key: 

Orange: Data provided (10)

Purple: Supplies Provided (11)

Green: Community Events Held 

(43)



Questions?

Michelle Tilley Oblinsky, CEM, VaPEM

Michelle.Oblinsky@VDEM.Virginia.gov


